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ABSTRACT 
 
In this dissertation, I examine the development of artistic identity in Golden Age 
Spain by elucidating the cultural, social, and economic contexts which framed notions of 
the artist during this period. More particularly, I focus on the notion of artistic nobility as 
it relates to contemporary evolving aristocratic ideals. Seventeenth-century Spain was a 
period marked by the continuous reconfiguration of the traditional model of nobility. 
Through a close analysis of theoretical artistic discourses, popular portrayals of the artist, 
and actual artistic practice, I offer a critical re-assessment of the artistic assimilation of 
aristocratic values.  
I offer a new approach to studies of Spanish art by regarding artistic identity as an 
unstable and fluctuating category that is in constant dialogue with broader cultural, social, 
and economic frameworks, and the discourse of artistic nobility as an arena in which 
alternative forms of artistic identity could paradoxically be advanced. This entails 
detailed analyses of some of the issues surrounding noble identity in the Golden Age and 
how these permeated notions of the artist during this period. I also consider how, 
conversely, the artist became a particularly visible site where constantly changing 
aristocratic ideals could be embodied.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Walking through the Madrilenian Paseo del Prado, one encounters a curious 
recreation of Diego Velázquez’s (1599-1660) famous masterpiece, Las Meninas (1656) 
(Figures 1-2). Life-size papier-mâché figures of the Infanta Margarita, her lady-in-
waiting, and Velázquez, greet the passerby from the balcony of a souvenir store. Used as 
advertising gimmicks, these figures complement and enhance the kinds of products the 
store offers for sale: armors, ceramics, and other typically “Spanish” products. As so 
many other contemporary popular interpretations of Las Meninas, the kitschy façade of 
Madrid’s store underscores the extent to which this painting has come to be identified 
with notions of “Spanishness.”1 But it also highlights the fact that Velázquez has come to 
epitomize the issues we ascribe to early modern Spanish artistic identity. Represented as 
Velázquez portrayed himself in Las Meninas, this peculiar figure holds the palette and the 
brush while proudly wearing the famous cross of Santiago, the sign of his noble identity. 
As projected in Las Meninas, Velázquez’s artistic identity appears to sustain long-
established assumptions about notions of the artist in Golden Age Spain. In particular, 
this painting offers visual evidence of the artist’s quest for noble status in a society in 
which, as has been argued, the aristocracy represented itself “as the only medium through 
which one could become a subject.”2 Since the first decades of the seventeenth century, 
artistic theories, theatrical plays, and legal suits involving painters, formulated the idea 
that painting was a liberal art, and that painters should, accordingly, attain noble status. In 
so doing, these various seventeenth-century Spanish documents produced an enduring 
discourse of “artistic nobility.”  
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In a reassessment of notions of the artist in Golden Age Spain, my dissertation 
considers the discourse of artistic nobility as an arena in which alternative forms of 
artistic identity could paradoxically be advanced. I examine a variety of visual and textual 
materials that, including paintings, art treatises, and theatrical plays, make salient how 
notions of the artist in baroque Spain both reflected and actively engaged the social and 
economic transformations which characterized aristocratic identity during this period. It 
also revises the eighteenth-century re-formulation of early modern artistic identity by 
focusing on a series of reproductive prints produced within the context of the art 
academy.  
I offer a new approach to studies of Spanish art by regarding artistic identity as a 
dynamic category that is in constant dialogue with broader cultural, social, and economic 
frameworks. This entails detailed analyses of some of the issues surrounding noble 
identity in the Golden Age and how these permeated notions of the artist during this 
period. I also consider how, conversely, the artist became a particularly visible site where 
constantly changing aristocratic ideals could be embodied. 
 
The Artist in Early Modern Spain: The State of Research  
Largely determined by Velázquez’s desire to become a member of the prestigious 
aristocratic order of Santiago, investigations of artistic identity in Golden Age Spain have 
focused mainly on the painters’ attempts to elevate their social position. Julián Gállego’s 
pioneering El pintor de artesano a artista (1976) calls attention to the relevance of the 
issue of artistic nobility in the Spanish context by thoroughly documenting the legal 
processes by which artists defied their artisanal status, the defense of the nobility of 
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painting in artistic treatises from the period, and the actual social conditions by which 
artists lived in seventeenth-century Spain.3 Following Arnold Hauser’s “social history of 
art,” Juan José Martín González similarly approaches the early modern Spanish artist 
from a sociological perspective that is largely based on documentary evidence.4 While 
these works offer invaluable information regarding the social ambitions of artists during 
this period, their almost exclusive concern with documentation leaves little room for 
assessing how artistic nobility as a discourse also emerges in art theory and practice. 
Studies focusing on Spanish early modern art theory have more fruitfully 
examined the issues at stake in the notion of artistic nobility. Traditionally, it was 
assumed that the perceived “realism” of Spanish painting was disengaged from the 
classicist canons advanced in art theory. Challenging this assumption, Francisco Calvo 
Serraller was one of the first scholars to signal the need to consider artistic practice in 
relation to contemporary art theory.5  His compilation of artistic texts in Teoría de la 
pintura del siglo de oro (1981) provides an opportunity to ponder the evolution of artistic 
ideas since the first decades of the seventeenth century to the first half of the eighteenth 
century. Zahira Véliz offers a similar collection of major Spanish artistic writings in 
English, although this author is concerned mainly with technique.6 Karin Hellwig’s more 
thematic approach, on the other hand, offers nuanced interpretations of recurrent topics 
such as the drawing-color debate, the paragone between painting and sculpture, or the 
hierarchy of genres.7 
By examining Spanish art treatises on their own right, these studies have 
effectively challenged the traditional view of Spanish art theory as merely derivative 
from Italian models. However, by treating these texts in isolation, these works fail to 
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consider the complex relationship which existed between art theory, social practices, and 
artistic production.  
In analyzing the role art theory played in the formulation of notions of the artist 
during this period, I dedicate particular attention to the texts of Fray José de Sigüenza 
(1544-1606), Francisco Pacheco (1564-1644), Vicente Carducho (1568-1638), and 
Antonio Palomino (1653-1726).8 The language and rhetoric employed in these works 
reveals that seventeenth-century Spanish art theory was significantly attuned to 
contemporary social, economic, and artistic debates. Thus, rather than passive 
compilations of abstract (and largely borrowed) concepts, Spanish art treatises were 
active producers of artistic ideas that were relevant specifically to the Spanish context.  
My own approach to these texts and the ways they elucidate notions of artistic 
identity is indebted to the work of several scholars who have examined seventeenth-
century artistic practice in relation to the theoretical framework advanced in 
contemporary writings on art. Gridley McKim-Smith’s groundbreaking discussion of the 
social, cultural, and artistic connotations of Velázquez’s brushwork and its identification 
with the term borrón (used to designate freely brushed smears or blobs of paint in 
seventeenth-century Spanish art treatises), provides a model for analyzing artistic 
terminology and its relationship to artistic practice and artistic self-fashioning.9 More 
recently, Tanya Tiffany and Giles Knox have similarly discussed how Velázquez’s early 
and late manners of painting, respectively, reveal distinct forms of artistic identity that 
are clearly informed by the artist’s involvement with contemporary artistic theory.10 The 
focus of these three scholars on Velázquez brings attention to this artist’s status as 
paradigm of the Spanish early modern artist. 
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In seventeenth-century Spanish artistic discourse, Velázquez was already 
regarded as the foremost painter of his generation.11 He was also one of the few Spanish 
artists to overtly reflect upon his artistic identity by including his self-portrait in Las 
Meninas. 12  Not surprisingly, the issue of Velázquez’s “nobility” has generated an 
extensive body of scholarship. Jonathan Brown’s essential monograph, Velázquez: 
Painter and Courtier (1986) attempts to “reconstruct Velázquez’s career as a courtier and 
to integrate the resulting personal profile with his artistic development.”13 Fernando 
Marías, on the other hand, offers an interesting alternative to discussions of Velázquez’s 
“noble” status by emphasizing his membership and identification with the larger 
collective of servants who were employed in the king’s household.14 My own approach to 
Velazquez’s artistic identity situates the issue of his nobility within the framework of 
contemporary debates about artistic practice and its relationship to traditional and new 
aristocratic ideals.  
The insistent focus on Velázquez as the model of the Spanish early modern artist 
has overlooked the possibility of alternative artistic positions during this period. As a 
court painter, Velázquez worked almost exclusively under commission to the king. By 
contrast, having to survive in the competitive artistic marketplace, the majority of 
seventeenth-century Spanish painters engaged in alternative artistic careers that also 
shaped their distinctive artistic identities. Representing the obverse of the noble ideals 
Velázquez promotes in Las Meninas, José Antolínez’s (1635-1675) Picture Merchant (c. 
1670) (Figure 3) calls attention to the working conditions of less favored artists who 
produced inexpensive devotional images for the market or acted as dealers to earn a 
living. However, the impact of economic factors in Spanish artistic practice and 
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production has received less attention than it has in countries such as Holland or Italy.15 
At least in part, this might be explained by the assumption that “the desire for enhanced 
status was more acute in Spain because of the more hierarchical and competitive nature 
of Spanish society.”16 Prejudice prohibited noblemen to engage in commerce, and 
Spanish artists’ constant involvement in legal suits to avoid paying commercial taxes 
purposefully accorded to this view. But, like their European counterparts, seventeenth-
century Spanish painters also profited from selling their paintings, in some occasions 
running large commercially-oriented workshops.  
Two cases in point are those of Francisco Zurbarán (1598-1664) and Bartolomé 
Murillo (c.1617-1682). These artists’ engagement with traditional forms of patronage and 
artistic prestige (Zurbarán received an important royal commission and Murillo presided 
an Academy in Seville) did not prevent them from specializing in the production of 
devotional paintings for the American market.17 In other words, between the opposed 
poles represented by Velázquez’s and Antolínez’s pictures, there was room for a more 
elastic model of artistic identity. In fact, as Miguel Falomir has demonstrated through a 
number of recent essays, in seventeenth-century Spain “the material and intellectual 
appreciation of painting” were inextricably linked.18 In my dissertation, I build upon 
Falomir’s argument to examine how painting’s economic value could also advance 
notions of artistic nobility. In this sense, Elizabeth Honig’s Painters and the Market in 
Early Modern Antwerp has provided an interpretative model to investigate how the 
marketplace could shape artistic identity in the Spanish context.19  
The frequent presence of painters as characters in Spanish Golden Age Theater 
reveals the complex and dynamic ways by which the market could affect one’s artistic 
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identity. Javier Portús’s extensive treatment of this subject underscores how the artist’s 
portrayal as a figure of praise, laughter, or even censure in these plays was often 
dependent on the level of these characters’ involvement with money.20 Ultimately, 
Portús’s analyses bring attention to the unprecedented visibility the artist attained as a 
distinctive social figure within the culture of baroque Spain. At the same time, 
seventeenth-century Spanish plays offer a wide range of registers that indicate how 
differing notions of the artist could coexist during this period. The ideal, noble artist 
represented in Calderón de la Barca’s (1600-1681) El pintor de su deshonra (c. 1645) 
contrasts vividly with the craftsman, commercially-oriented painter in Lope de Vega’s 
(1562-1635) Peribáñez y el Comendador de Ocaña (1614). But, as depicted in these 
plays, none of these artistic models are mutually exclusive. By considering how literary 
notions of the artist mingle art theoretical discussions with actual artistic practices, my 
discussion highlights these texts’ dynamic approach to artistic identity.21  
As is well known, Spanish artists of the seventeenth century occupy a privileged 
position within the larger history of Spanish painting. In the wake of nationalistic 
sentiments, nineteenth-century Spanish and foreign writers promoted the notion that the 
works of Velázquez, Zurbarán and Ribera (1591-1652) effectively conveyed the tenets of 
the “Spanish” character.22 Similarly, nineteenth-century French artists admired and 
emulated the seemingly intrinsic “realism” and gravity of Spanish baroque painting in 
their works. This nineteenth-century “re-discovery” of seventeenth-century Spanish 
painting has generated much scholarly interest. Much has been written, for instance, 
about the Galerie Espagnole de Louis-Philippe (installed at the Louvre between1838-
1848), and the French Romantics’ taste for Spanish painting.23 However, these works’ 
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focus on the nineteenth-century French reception and engagement with seventeenth-
century Spanish art has not considered how Spaniards perceived their own artistic past.  
In my dissertation, I pay attention to the ways Spanish baroque painters were re-
evaluated in the more immediate context of eighteenth-century Spain. Alisa Luxenberg’s 
recent comparative analysis of the Galerie Espagnole and its contemporaneous, but 
substantially less studied, Museo Nacional challenges the traditional view that the 
French’s perceptive taste “created” the notion of a Spanish school of painting while 
Spaniards neglected their artistic patrimony.24 Oscar E. Vázquez’s article, “Defining 
Hispanidad: Allegories, Genealogies, and Cultural Politics in the Madrid Academy’s 
Competition of 1893,” also brings attention to the paradoxes surrounding the Spanish 
own fabrication of its artistic canon.25 Both studies provide useful interpretative 
frameworks to consider how seventeenth-century Spanish artists were constructed in the 
eighteenth century.  
Although historically closer to the seventeenth century, the Academic principles 
which characterized eighteenth-century Spanish artistic practice promoted forms of 
artistic identity that were significantly different from those emerging in the previous 
century. Yet the need to establish a national artistic school compelled the eighteenth- 
century Spanish Academy to integrate seventeenth-century Spanish artists within its own 
artistic discourse. My analysis of eighteenth-century re-assessments of Spanish baroque 
artists offers evidence that Spaniards were aware of their artistic tradition much earlier 
than it has been recognized. As I envisioned them, these materials also offer an 
interesting counterpoint from which to reflect upon notions of the artist in the seventeenth 
century. 
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Constructing the Artistic Subject 
I seek to examine the development of artistic identity in Golden Age Spain by elucidating 
the cultural, social, and economic contexts which framed notions of the artist during this 
period. More particularly, I focus on the notion of artistic nobility as it relates to 
contemporary evolving aristocratic ideals. Seventeenth-century Spain was a period 
marked by the continuous reconfiguration of the traditional model of nobility. Through a 
close analysis of theoretical artistic discourses, popular portrayals of the artist, and actual 
artistic practice, I offer a critical re-assessment of the artistic assimilation of aristocratic 
values. While this issue has been generally accepted in previous scholarship, it has never 
been substantially explored.    
By focusing in discrete case studies, I am departing from standard document-
based works on the “status” of seventeenth-century Spanish artists. While this format has 
proven useful in mapping out the main issues at stake in notions of the artist during this 
period, it has not critically examined any of those issues in depth. By considering a wide 
range of materials and focusing on several artists, I am also broadening the scope of 
studies focused on individual artists, which have tended to discuss the issue of artistic 
nobility almost exclusively in relation to Velázquez. My interdisciplinary analysis of the 
complex ways in which art theory, social convention, and artistic practice inform notions 
of the artist during this period indicates that artistic identity in Golden Age Spain was a 
much more unstable and fluctuating category than has been often recognized.  
My methodological approach to the study of early modern Spanish artistic 
identity is particularly informed by the work of several scholars in the field of Golden 
Age literary criticism. José Antonio Maravall and especially George Mariscal have called 
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attention to the precarious nature of subjectivity in early modern Spain in ways that I 
believe are especially pertinent to study the notion of the artist.26 In particular, I build 
upon Mariscal’s characterization of the early modern subject as a site for the “intersection 
of contradictory discursive positions.”27  While constructions of the artist in seventeenth-
century Spain promote the assimilation of aristocratic values, they simultaneously 
endorse alternative forms of distinction and production that challenge the notion of the 
noble artist. Ultimately, the conflicting artistic identities which emerge from these 
materials bring attention to the difficulties of constructing a model of artistic nobility in a 
period of aristocratic decline and instability. My investigation of these contradictions and 
the way they shaped artistic identity during this period situate my project within the 
parameters of discourse theory, here understood as the unveiling of the historical 
conditions which make up a particular system of knowledge.28 
My first chapter, “Pintura Valiente: Nobility, Singularity, and the Artist in the 
Spanish Golden Age,” examines how Spanish art theorists such as Francisco Pacheco and 
Vicente Carducho appropriated the language, rhetoric and ideology of warfare to advance 
notions of the artist in their artistic treatises. By focusing on linguistic conventions and 
rhetorical strategies, my analysis of these treatises highlights how constructing the artist 
after a model of chivalric nobility collided with the reality of a contemporary aristocracy 
that no longer performed military duties. In particular, I focus on the complex meanings 
that the term valiente, originally associated with the art of war, attained when used to 
describe paintings and characterize painters. While this notion could assimilate painters 
to traditional aristocratic values, it could also imply the emergence of singularidad, 
which constituted an alternative form of social distinction. My analysis of these issues 
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provides a new perspective through which to analyze the paradoxes inherent in 
Velázquez’s enactment of artistic “nobility” in Las Meninas.   
Chapter two, “Nobility and the Value of Painting in Lope de Vega’s Los Ponces 
de Barcelona,” offers a close analysis of one of Lope de Vega’s early comedias, a 
commercially-oriented theatrical genre he developed in the first decades of the 
seventeenth century. While Lope’s interest in painting has been long recognized, Los 
Ponces de Barcelona (1617), which recounts the marriage between a nobleman and the 
daughter of a painter, has never been examined from an art historical perspective. When 
considered in relation to art theory and artistic practices, Lope’s play promotes a new 
notion of artistic nobility in which the language of economic value in the marketplace 
intertwines with traditional aristocratic values.  
In chapter three, “Still Life, Nobility, and Artistic Identity in the Art of Juan van 
der Hamen y León,” I investigate the unexplored issue of aristocratic hospitality to argue 
that, by visually engaging this seemingly anti-economic discourse in his still lives, Van 
der Hamen (1596-1631) masked the largely commercial nature of his artistic production. 
I focus on a series of still lives and allegories Van der Hamen produced under 
commission for the Count of Solre (1588-1638), works that, while being displayed 
together in Solre’s house, have never been considered in conjunction. I propose that, in 
their form and content, these works conceal the aristocracy’s role in Madrid’s expanding 
economy while simultaneously underscoring Van der Hamen’s conflicted artistic identity. 
Chapter four, “Correcting Artistic Identity: Reproductive Prints and the Academy 
in Eighteenth-Century Spain,” is the first study to critically consider the role seventeenth-
century artists played in a series of reproductive prints produced within the context of the 
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Real Academia de San Fernando (officially established in 1752). I focus on the 
“Compañía para el grabado de los cuadros de los Reales Palacios,” a private initiative to 
engrave in copper-plate the major paintings of the Spanish Royal Collections. I argue that 
the linear quality, potential reproducibility, and regularized grouping the print medium 
promoted provided the means to integrate Spanish seventeenth-century artists into the 
“Academic” canon. This also implied collapsing these artists’ individual artistic identities 
under the “collective” interests of the Academy. 
While each of the three first chapters elucidates strains at work in the notion of 
artistic nobility, the retrospective view discussed in chapter four gives us a position from 
which to more fully asses constructions of the artist in Golden Age Spain.   
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CHAPTER 2 
 
PINTURA VALIENTE: NOBILITY, SINGULARIDAD, AND THE ARTIST 
IN THE SPANISH GOLDEN AGE 
 
 
Despite the many different interpretations Las Meninas (1656) (Figure 2) has 
generated, it is generally accepted that Velázquez’s masterpiece constitutes the painter’s 
claim for the nobility of painting as much as an assertion of his own personal nobility.1 In 
this, most representative work of the Spanish baroque, Velázquez legitimates his status 
by representing himself in the presence of the king and the queen, and, although probably 
painted two years before Velázquez was officially knighted, the painting reflects upon 
and offers visual justification of the painter’s desire to join the military order of 
Santiago.2 While Velázquez’s knighthood has been often discussed in terms of the 
painter’s noble ambitions, its military implications have never been considered in any 
meaningful way. However, by embracing this military order, Velázquez was enacting a 
series of values that had been developed in the writing of Spanish art theorists and critics 
since the first decades of the seventeenth century. In works such as Fray José de 
Sigüenza’s Tercera parte de la historia de la orden de San Jerónimo (1605), Francisco 
Pacheco’s Arte de la pintura (1649) or Vicente Carducho’s Diálogos de la pintura 
(1633), we often find parallels between painting and war, martial metaphors used to refer 
to artistic practices, and military virtues ascribed to paintings and painters.  
This chapter investigates the paradoxes, contradictions, and anxieties that 
emerged from the association between painting and war in the construction of artistic 
identity in early modern Spain. By considering how Spanish art theorists appropriated the 
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language, rhetoric and ideology of warfare, I examine the underlying motivations that 
inform their use of martial imagery. In particular, I focus on the complex meanings that 
the word valiente acquired in artistic treatises and its enactment in the particular case of 
Velázquez.3 Originally associated with the art of war, valiente meant “valorous,” 
“courageous,” and “skilful with arms,” qualities traditionally associated with idealized 
portrayals of the Spanish nobility.4 However, when employed in artistic treatises, valiente 
attained more ambivalent meanings. On the one hand, valiente designated excellence and 
worth, values Spanish artists could claim to assert their noble status. On the other, 
valiente could also imply the emergence of singularidad (singularity), a concept that, 
denoting a new form of social distinction, had paradoxical effects in terms of the 
formulation of artistic nobility.5  
The unstable meanings arising from the artistic appropriation of valentía are best 
understood within the context of the Spanish aristocracy’s own unstable position during 
this period.6 In the seventeenth century Spain was in a deep economic and military crisis 
that threatened the continuity of established social and economic orders. Confronted by 
new forms of social distinction and economic production, the traditional ideal of nobility 
was increasingly fraught. In this sense, the notion of artistic valentía offers us a glimpse 
into the contradictions inherent in formulating the notion of artistic nobility during a 
period of aristocratic decline. 
 
Befitting the Belicosa España 
Defensa de nuestros Reinos y ofensa de los extraños... 7 
Spain’s military identity originated in the reconquest.8 Over a period of 800 years 
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an emergent monarchy, aided by Caballeros, or military knights, gradually gained 
territories from the Muslims until completely defeating them in the famous conquest of 
Granada (1492). It was precisely within this process of national unification, under the 
Catholic Kings, that Spain started to present itself as a warrior nation with the self-
imposed mission of inflexibly defending the Catholic faith, an identity that would persist 
during the entire Habsburg rule.  
 In visual representations, the notion of the belicosa España, established in all 
kinds of texts since the sixteenth century, was often represented as a female warrior, even 
in the works of foreign artists.9 In one of Giorgio Vasari’s (1511-1574) frescoes for the 
Sala Regia in the Vatican (c. 1572) (Figure 4), which commemorates the Catholic 
alliance of the Holy League before the famous battle of Lepanto (7 October 1571), a 
female Spain appears dressed in full armor, embracing the allegorical figures of papal 
Rome and Venice, and, in Titian’s (c.1490-1576) Spain Coming to the Aid of Religion 
(1572-75) (Figure 5), another version of the same subject, a similar Spain carries a shield 
with the coat of arms of Philip II (1556-1598) and the flag of Victory.10 In the 
seventeenth century Velázquez depicted this same personification of Spain in his 
unfortunately lost Expulsion of the Moriscos for the famous competition of 1627.11 
 This martial character of Spain also determined certain cultural constructions of 
the Spaniards, often cast as a special race of “brave men.” In the Libro de las cinco 
excelencias del español (1629), for instance, Benito Peñalosa y Mondragón praises the 
Spaniards’ special military inclinations, their love of war, and their extraordinary bravery, 
qualities by which, according to the author, Spain has become the greatest and most 
powerful monarchy that ever existed.12 A similar discourse can be found in one of the 
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emblems of Sebastián de Covarrubias’s (1539-1613) Emblemas morales (1610), entitled 
“In my absence they are lions” (Figure 6).13 The pictura represents Spain, “la fuerte y 
belicosa España,” as the kind of female warrior we just discussed, but who here appears 
accompanied by a series of rabbits that the text identifies as the Spaniards themselves, 
“loving and docile” in times of peace, but “brave and spirited” in times of war.14 
 The traditional role that war and the arms had played in the articulation of Spain’s 
national identity since the institution of its monarchy in the fifteenth century might 
explain why, among the typical arguments for the nobility of painting, Spanish art critics 
also stressed the actual and symbolic importance of painting to the planning, execution, 
and memorialization of military victories. Closely following the Italian model, Spanish 
artists stressed the importance of drawing as the scientific basis for painting, claimed the 
superiority of painting over sculpture in the famous paragone, enhanced its noble lineage 
by alluding to the princes, noblemen, and kings who had practiced painting in the past, 
and equated the virtues of painting to those of poetry by reference to the classic topos of 
ut pictura poesis.15 However, given the relevance of war in the constitution of Spain’s 
national identity, it was painting’s efficacy to preserve the memory of glorious and heroic 
moments that must have seen especially praiseworthy.  
 Gaspar Gutiérrez de los Ríos (1566-1606), Pacheco, and Carducho often made 
reference to the superiority of painting as an instrument of history over the written 
document, its ability to spark imitation in future generations, and its essential role to 
maintain the nation’s status.16 The ancients, it was argued, had placed sculptures and 
paintings in prominent public spaces to commemorate their military achievements, and 
drawing had usefully served the planning of military campaigns.17 The ultimate 
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consequence of this military function was the recognition of painting’s necessary value 
and relevance to the nation’s present and future glories. In other words, with this 
argument, Spanish art theorists not only established the validity of painting to the actual 
practice of war, they also formulated the idea that their art was a necessary and enduring 
complement to the nation’s heroic military victories.  
 The fact that Spanish art theorists recognized the ideological possibilities of this 
discourse is further suggested by their rich use of martial metaphors linking painting and 
war. One of the most frequent and interesting instances of this martial rhetoric was the 
use of the word valiente which, in Spanish art treatises, was curiously used to 
characterize both the character of painters and the qualities of paintings.  
 
Valentía: A Formal and Martial Category 
  As is well known, Spanish art theorists constantly looked at Italian theoretical 
models to build their own arguments about painting, a circumstance that has been 
traditionally considered as distinctive of Spanish art treatises from this period.18 
However, the very act of borrowing is significant in its own terms. It is important to 
remember that the writings of Vasari, Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472), Michelangelo 
(1475-1564) and Giovanni Lomazzo (1538-1592) were not translated into Spanish until 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and that, in effect, Spanish art treatises 
transmitted artistic ideas that otherwise could have only limited circulation.19  
Italian art theories not only offered an authoritative body of material addressing 
theoretical aspects of painting, they also formulated the notion that painting could 
achieve the status of liberal art, and that painters could, accordingly, attain more elevated 
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social standing. In this sense, the recurrence to Italian theoretical sources in Spanish art 
treatises must be seen as an unavoidable, but also purposeful, appropriation of a desirable 
artistic discourse. And yet, at the same time, the circumstances of Spain during the 
seventeenth century were very different from those that had informed the writings of 
Italian critics during the sixteenth century. 
The inclusion of the word valiente in Spanish art treatises keenly underscores the 
fact that, even when borrowing terms from the Italian artistic language, Spanish critics 
and artists could adapt them to the specific traditions, conventions, and needs of their 
Spanish context.20 For example, in his Vite Vasari used the Italian word valente to 
designate the painters he praised. By calling Giotto, Ucello, Masolino, Verrochio, 
Ghirlandaio, Raphael and Michelangelo valente pittore or valente uomo, Vasari described 
the excellence and mastery of their art.21 However, the meanings the word valiente 
acquired in Spanish art treatises were more ambiguous and unstable. 
At a basic level, a valiente painter was also synonymous with an excellent painter, 
someone who, independently of his personal style, excelled among others, being a 
supreme master of his art.22 At the same time, the word valiente could also be used to 
denote specific artistic traits.23 In the Spanish context, the notion of “artistic valor” most 
often signaled the painter’s ability to suggest force and relief, features that could also be 
understood as revealing or exposing the artistic act. In his Tercera parte de la historia de 
la orden de San Jerónimo (1605), Fray José de Sigüenza ascribed this particular meaning 
of valentía to two distinctively Italian manners of painting: the emphasis on drawing of 
the Florentine school (especially Michelangelo), and the colorist style of the Venetian 
painter Titian. 
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In this work, Sigüenza recounts the origins of the Hieronymite order and the 
construction of their monastery, El Escorial, which was also Philip II’s (1527-1598) royal 
palace.24 From an art historical perspective, the text is interesting in that it offers detailed 
descriptions of the paintings which decorated the Escorial, as well as information about 
the lives and careers of the artists who worked there. Published in the first years of the 
seventeenth century, the text also underscores how Sigüenza’s artistic opinions are 
indebted to the Italian (and especially Florentine) Renaissance tradition. Following Italian 
art theory, Sigüenza disparages the polished surfaces and meticulous naturalism of 
Flemish painting, is cautious about the colorist character of the Venetian school, and 
praises the quality of Florentine drawing. 
 Specifically, Sigüenza identifies “artistic valor” with the style of the Venetian 
painter Titian in his discussion of Juan Fernández Navarrete el Mudo (1526-1579). 
Navarrete was one of the most important Spanish painters of the Escorial, and is 
commonly regarded as a follower of Titian, whose works he was able to study while 
working at the monastery.25 However, his early works are more indebted to Flemish 
models, which is precisely the aspect Sigüenza signals as lacking the “valor” he attributes 
to the Venetian painter. This is especially evident in his discussion of St. Jerome Penitent 
(1569) (Figure 7), which was the first work Navarrete produced for the Escorial.  
The painting represents St. Jerome in a dense forest and against a distant 
cityscape, resting on his knees while piously looking at the crucifix which has appeared 
before him. Of the painting, Sigüenza admires the rendering of anatomy, the liveliness of 
the color, and the saint’s facial expression, but he laments the landscape’s level of detail: 
“I cannot think of any Fleming who has painted anything so finished and with such 
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patience. And this is this painting’s only fault: that in being so finished does not seem the 
work of a man of valor.”26 To which he adds:  
 
[…] I think Juan Fernández (Navarrete) followed his own nature, and was carried 
by native genius, which, as we can see, consisted of working very beautifully and 
achieving a high finish, so that people could look at the paintings from as closely 
as they wanted to. This is the typical taste of Spaniards in painting. Realizing that 
this was not the path men of valor followed, and not what he had seen in Italy, 
[…] he gave less finish to his later works, and gave them more force and relief, 
imitating the manner of Titian […].27  
The typically Flemish level of finish is here the aspect that defines this painting in 
opposition to the “valor” of the works of Titian, which, in Sigüenza’s view, are not only 
less finished, but also have the ability to suggest more force and relief. Moreover, 
Sigüenza’s terminology, which opposes beauty and finish to force and relief, participates 
in the gender implications which informed Italian artistic theory.28 For example, the 
“patience” with which Navarrete had to presumably execute his painting was considered 
a feminine virtue that, in this case, allowed the painter to achieve finish and prettiness.29 
Significantly, from the perspective of Italian artistic theory, both qualities were 
considered characteristic of Flemish painting, which was construed as being particularly 
appealing to women.30 
Sigüenza’s admiration for Titian and his school, apparent in his discussion of 
Navarrete’s work, is subordinated to the higher esteem with which he regards the 
Florentine disegno, since, in his opinion: “if the Venetian painters were as careful in their 
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drawing as they were in painting and color, they could compete with the boldest painters 
of Florence […].”31 The most interesting formulation of Florentine “artistic valor” is 
developed in relation to the paintings Miguel Barroso (1538-1590) executed for the 
monastery’s main cloister: 
 
All these stories are the work of Miguel Barroso, a Spaniard who, if he were 
Italian, would be called the new Michelangelo, and perhaps then could he achieve 
some more boldness, because it has been a common vice among Spanish painters 
to show too much sweetness in their works and to cover them up, hiding them 
under a veil or fog, undoubtedly an artistic cowardice that is unmatched in the 
nation. Otherwise these stories are very well treated, with a good disposition, 
color and drawing: I just think they are lacking in force.32  
The two most significant paintings of the group Sigüenza mentions are the Ascension of 
Christ (Figure 8) and the Coming of the Holy Spirit (Figure 9), which Barroso executed 
between 1587 and 1589. Both works exemplify Barroso’s familiarity with the mannerist 
language of Michelangelo, which he probably learned from his master, Gaspar Becerra 
(1520-1570).33 The two works are academically correct in their drawing, color, and 
general composition, but, they also appear strangely subdued, which is probably what 
Sigüenza meant when he mentioned that they were lacking in force. Moreover, by 
asserting that Spanish painters “show(ed) too much sweetness in their works and […] 
cover(ed) them up, hiding them under a veil or fog,” Sigüenza establishes their style as 
“feminine.” Like the Italian term dolcezza, dulzura (sweetness) designated the softness 
and delicacy of color, feminine features which contrasted with the fuerza (force) or relief 
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created by the effects of chiaroscuro.34 The idea of “covering up” the art further implies 
the concealment of the artistic act behind a highly polished surface, which did not allow 
the strength of drawing to be revealed. As Philip Sohm has suggested for the Italian 
context, this particular effect could be rendered as passive, and hence, feminine.35  
What emerges from these examples is that when used as an artistic formal 
category, valiente signaled the outward display of one’s artistic capabilities, a 
resoluteness that was conceived as being inherently masculine: force and relief imply 
confidence and action, and are opposed to the shyness and hesitance words such as 
softness or sweetness suggest. The gender connotations of valentía are made explicit in 
Sigüenza’s discussion of  the female painter Lavinia Fontana (1552-1614), whose Virgin 
and Child (1589) (Figure 10) is described as cheerful, pretty, sweet, and enamoring, but 
without the “valor” of great men, because it is the work of a woman.36 Thus, by 
emphasizing that Spanish artists are particularly lacking in “valor,” Sigüenza’s examples 
also signal these artists’ effeminacy. Carried by his “native genius,” Navarrete’s finish 
follows “the typical taste of Spaniards in painting,” and Barrroso’s sweetness “is a 
common vice among Spanish painters.”37 
As Ignacio Navarrete points out in another context, the military superiority of 
Spain, the first unified nation and empire in Europe was, paradoxically, confronted with 
feelings of national cultural backwardness and inferiority.38 Sigüenza’s characterization 
of Spanish painters, constantly measured against the “valor” of their Italian counterparts, 
can be seen as responding to similar sentiments. In fact, in Sigüenza’s text, the gender 
implications of “covering up” or “hiding” are heightened by his inclusion of the term 
cowardice, which underlines the lack of courage, action and aggression of its opposed 
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term, valentía. Moreover, by suggesting that the cowardice of Spanish painters “is 
unmatched in the nation,” Sigüenza emphasizes the need for artistic valor in a way that 
explicitly connects it to the martial virtues of the nation, to the intrinsic “bravery” of 
Spain. Sigüenza’s notion of valentía thus promotes the idea that, through their art, artists 
should match to the military character of Spain. Paradoxically, by the seventeenth 
century, Spain’s alleged “bravery” was only the remnant of a glorious past. 
 
Appropriating Valentía, Reformulating Nobility 
 As historians have shown us, the notion of the decline of Spain is not a 
contemporary invention, but it was already a much debated issue during the seventeenth 
century.39 It is now generally accepted that such decline was the consequence of war, a 
perception that was also anticipated during the seventeenth century.40 The military crisis 
had started in the times of Philip II with the unexpected defeat of the Spanish armada, 
and, except for a brief period of victories in 1625, it increased remarkably during the 
reigns of Philip III (1578-1621) and, most especially, under Philip IV (1621-1665). As 
we saw earlier, official propaganda continued to feed the illusion that Spain was an 
invincible warrior nation, but dissenting voices also expressed their concerns about the 
realities of the current Spanish situation.41 For instance, with titles as eloquent as Cuerpo 
enfermo de la milicia española (1594), military treatises questioned the prestige and 
function of the Spanish army, and arbitristas, or political advisers, insistently warned the 
crown about the disastrous consequences of the military crisis.42 What all these reformers 
shared was a nostalgic view of what they understood had been a glorious past: the times 
of the reconquista, when the nobility performed the empire’s military duties and 
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embodied the moral virtues of the nation.43 
 In medieval times, making war was indeed understood as a privilege of the 
nobility, as the reason for its very existence. By contrast, in the seventeenth century, the 
aristocracy not only relied on mercenary soldiers to meet its military services, but was 
often exempted from participating in war.44 Not surprisingly, seventeenth-century 
Spanish reformers strongly criticized what they perceived as a lazy, effeminate, and 
useless social class, especially in the context of a deep military crisis.45 In this new 
situation, one of the virtues that seemed to be lost was that of valentía, a quality that had 
characterized the medieval knight in chivalric literature.46 Valentía implied much more 
than the ability and strength to handle arms, encompassing a set of moral precepts that 
were associated with one’s personal virtues.47 A brave knight was prudent and just, the 
difficulty and sacrifice involved in his continuous effort the parameter by which his 
valentía was measured.48 More importantly, as recounted by the numerous treatises on 
the nature and origins of Spanish nobility that were written during this period, in the past 
fighting for the nation with valentía legitimated one’s entitlement to nobility.49 
 That artists were aware of these reformist arguments seems plausible from their 
incorporation of the notion of valentía in a series of metaphors establishing painting as 
analogous to war.50 For instance, in this passage from his Arte de la Pintura, Francisco 
Pacheco discusses drawing in these terms: 
 
[Drawing] is the most difficult part to defeat, in fact painting does not have any 
other difficulty (if we can say so); in which great perseverance and fortitude are 
needed. Drawing is the element with whom the great giants fight during their 
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whole life, being unable to leave the arms for a brief moment. In drawing the 
bravest always find repugnance and resistance.51  
In highly rhetorical fashion, painting is here envisioned as an endless battle in which the 
painter is a brave knight who must overcome the challenge of drawing by exercising his 
intellectual weapons, perseverance and fortitude.  
Similarly, in his Diálogos de la Pintura, Carducho uses an anecdote involving the 
depiction of a soldier to illustrate the rewards of the industrious painter: 
 
I remember reading that Alexander the Great asked the famous Apelles to paint a 
brave soldier […]; Apelles painted a striking youth, resting on a bed, all adorned 
with great riches, with crowns, palms, musical instruments, and other delightful 
things. When the Macedonian saw the painting he was surprised, because he 
expected to see a robust and fierce man in armor, holding a lance and a sword, 
showing terror and fury. Asking the reason why it was painted in such a way, 
Apelles answered: I have not painted the works and adversities encountered by 
those who bravely militate at war, but the rewards attained by those who 
challenged those adversities with courage and valor.52    
The passage is located at the end of his third dialogue, which concludes with an 
engraving in which the painter, cast as a hero, is accompanied by personifications of 
honor and immortality, which represent the rewards of study (Figure 11).53 Seen in 
conjunction with the engraving, the passage thus connects the martial virtues of the 
soldier to those of the painter. 
By placing the emphasis on valor, perseverance, and fortitude, Pacheco’s and 
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Carducho’s passages reveal that the outmoded notion of valentía could be effectively 
appropriated to articulate the painter’s identity. Thus, just as the warrior built his honor 
and fame through the perseverance, fortitude and courage with which he managed the 
adversities he encountered, so would the artist achieve fame by diligently mastering the 
difficult discipline of painting. On the one hand, comparing the artist to a martial hero 
implied the desire to elevate the status of the artist. At the same time, Pacheco’s and 
Carducho’s rhetoric could have recalled an on-going debate regarding what constituted 
nobility in seventeenth century Spain. On one side of this debate, legal definitions of 
nobility made clear that it was only blood and lineage that could secure an aristocratic 
status. On the other, reformers tried to reinstate the royal medieval tradition of “creating” 
nobility by virtue and deeds.54 
 While, as Elizabeth Lehfeldt has recently argued, constructing the ideal nobleman 
by addressing a nostalgic aristocratic model might have not worked, the artistic 
appropriation of valentía had a different effect.55 Thus, by using the word valiente to 
characterize paintings and painters, Spanish artists and critics effectively participated in 
contemporary (re)formulations of nobility, casting themselves as inheritors of one of the 
virtues that gave birth to the original Spanish nobility, and, by extension, to Spain as a 
unified nation. The ultimate effect was not only an articulation of artistic nobility that 
resonated with the contemporary situation, but, ultimately, the possibility of an 
alternative subjectivity that did not rely solely on blood. 
 
The Dangers of Valentía: Restraint and Display                                                                                                       
 In addition to fortitude, courage, or even physical strength, within the military 
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tradition, valentía was particularly associated with the virtue of prudence.56 Entire 
military treatises had been dedicated to this issue during the previous centuries, and, in 
their writings, seventeenth-century reformers often took the opportunity to condemn the 
lack of measure and moderation they perceived in the ruling classes.57 To be valiente in 
such a way, however, was not an easy task. In fact, what was originally a virtue could just 
as easily become a vice. The slippery nature of valentía is succinctly synthesized in a 
famous quote in which Miguel de Cervantes (1547-1616), through the character of Don 
Quixote, describes this notion as “a virtue placed between two vicious extremes, 
cowardice and recklessness.”58 Artistic treatises of this period also underscore this 
complex dichotomy, especially when the issue of showing or not showing one’s art is at 
stake. We saw earlier how Sigüenza used the term valiente to demand the “artistic valor” 
he considered fitting to his brave nation. In that particular instance, he also opposed 
braveness to cowardice, which, interestingly, he understood as the act of “covering up” 
the art, “hiding [it] under a veil or fog.” 
 In the seventeenth century, arte typically referred to the rules and precepts that 
guaranteed the “correct” exercise of any kind of activity.59 In the particular case of 
painting, arte could thus refer to any of the features involved in its practice, as long as 
these were done with skill and according to accepted parameters. For Sigüenza, the arte 
of a Venetian painting resides in its brushwork, while that of a Florentine picture lies in 
its drawing. More importantly, the painters of both schools reveal their arte by leaving 
visible traces of brushwork or drawing. This is opposed to Flemish paintings, whose 
smooth and polished surfaces conceal their art, i.e. brushwork or drawing. In other words, 
Sigüenza exhorts painters to display, rather than hide, drawing and brushwork on the 
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canvas’ surface, an artistic performance he describes as valiente. At the same time, 
Sigüenza also advises painters to display their “art” with decorum and restraint, 
especially in religious subjects. For instance, he concludes his discussion of the eight 
paintings Navarrete produced for the main cloister of the Escorial, which included the 
aforementioned St. Jerome Penitent (Figure 7), by asserting that:    
 
They are, according to many, the works that better respect decorum, without any 
consequences for the art’s excellence, over all those works coming from Italy, and 
in fact they are truly devotional works before which one can and even feels 
compelled to pray, because in this, many artists that are considered to be valiant 
are negligent, because they are too interested in showing off their art.60  
To the Italians’ excessive interest in exhibiting their art, Sigüenza opposes Navarrete’s 
religious decorum and devotional appeal, aspects that, according to the writer, 
distinguished him from the Italians while signaling the Spaniard’s superiority.61 
Especially in religious paintings, artists must be careful and restrain their desire to display 
their “art,” which should not interfere with the paintings’ devotional functions. In another 
instance, Sigüenza more explicitly admonishes Italian painters for sacrificing decorum 
for the sake of showing their “valor:” “The Italian painters, even the most prudent, have 
not paid as much attention to decorum as they have to show the valor of their drawing.”62  
And, in the last paragraph of his Art of Painting, Pacheco similarly asserts that “painters 
have the obligation to paint images with devotion, because the images heaven has 
adorned with wonders and miracles have more sanctity and devotion than valor and 
force.”63 
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 Sigüenza’s and Pacheco’s concerns also recall Castiglione’s notion of 
sprezzatura, a highly influential category by which the courtier, as well as the artist, was 
encouraged to create the appearance of ease and nonchalance.64 However, from these 
writers’ perspective is not so much (as it was the case in Castiglione’s Courtier) the effort 
that needs to be concealed as it is the art itself, which can be understood as the painter’s 
skill.65 In fact, what Sigüenza and Pacheco seem to be proposing here is artistic restraint 
rather than display, which, in this negative sense, is also signaled by means of the word 
valiente. These writers’ ambiguous approach to artistic display, simultaneously exalted 
and condemned by means of the word valiente, underscores the flexibility and 
complexity of the notion of artistic valor, which, as the martial virtue of valentía, was 
precariously placed between timid concealment and reckless display. Clearly, when 
exceeding prudence, modesty, and, especially religious decorum, valiente becomes a 
dangerous virtue. However, in a culture invested in notions of singularidad and artistic 
novelty, the failure to display his talent could also prevent an artist from achieving 
excellence in painting. 
 
Novelty, Singularidad, and Painting “a lo Valentón” 
As José Antonio Maravall has analyzed in his classic study Antiguos y modernos, 
“novelty” was a much celebrated notion in early modern Spain. To be the first in 
something, to create a new invention, was exalted in all kinds of literary texts and applied 
to any sphere of human activity, including scientific discovery, religious practice, and 
artistic creation.66 One of the main advocates of this trend of thought was the Jesuit writer 
Baltasar Gracián (1601-1658).67 In books such as El Héroe (1639) and Oráculo manual y 
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arte de Prudencia (1647), manuals of courtly behavior that enjoyed great international 
success, Gracián advised the courtier to develop singularidad, which he described in 
dictums such as: “Great excellence is an intense singularity, to mark off an entire 
category and be equal to it.”68 Interestingly, Gracián related this notion to painting in this 
famous passage, often thought to be a reference to Velázquez:  
 
Without leaving the art, the ingenious leave the common path and take, even in 
professions grey with age, new steps toward eminence. […] Bold fancy never 
succumbed to facile imitation. A certain gallant painter saw that Raphael, Titian, 
and others were impossible to overtake. Their fame grew even livelier after their 
death. He called on all his powers of invention. When he took to painting with 
flamboyantly (a lo valentón), some reproved him for not painting in a soft and 
polished style, in which he could emulate Titian, and he replied politely that he 
would rather be first in that kind of coarseness than second in delicacy.69   
The passage, which closes the section entitled “The Excellence of Being First” 
(Excelencia de primero), recalls a long-established Spanish artistic topos by which artistic 
excellence was equated to artistic novelty. For example, in his discussion of the painter 
Hyeronimus Bosch (c.1450-1516), Sigüenza uses a similar anecdote to suggest that 
“realizing […] that no matter what he did, Dürer, Michelangelo, Raphael and others were 
always going to be ahead of him, he devised a new path, so that others could follow him 
and he would follow no one.”70 And in a letter included in the Obras y relaciones (1624), 
Antonio Pérez (d. 1611), Philip II’s secretary, similarly recounts Titian’s belief that 
“ambition […] caused me to embark on a new path, which would make me celebrated in 
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something, just as the other (artists) were in the (path) they followed.”71  
 Noteworthy in Gracián’s passage is his use of the word valentón, which in this 
context might be translated as flamboyant. A superlative of valiente, valentón denotes an 
exaggerated or over-emphasized revelation of one’s art, a heightened sense of the 
valentía formulated in the writings of Sigüenza or Pacheco.72 Interestingly, in military 
terminology, valentón meant big, excessive, or arrogant, negative features that were 
particularly associated with the figure of the soldier.73 Contrasting with the nostalgic 
view of the heroic military knight that art theorists associated with the figure of the 
painter, in the seventeenth century the “regular soldier” represented uncontrolled 
aggression, instinctual violence, and lack of any reason or common sense. This, at the 
time very widespread assumption had, of course, much to do with the soldier’s social 
stratum.74 Thus, while the noble knight embodied edifying moral values, the lower class 
soldier was formulated as an uncivilized figure that was unable to control his passions.75  
 At the same time, another connotation of valentón had more to do with display 
and performance, aspects that were also ascribed to soldiers, often dressed in flashy 
colors to signal their status as martial figures. For example, in the Tesoro de la lengua 
(1611), Sebastián de Covarrubias defined valentón as someone who made an exhibition 
of valor.76 Similarly, in Gracián’s passage, valentón is not only linked to the values of 
freedom and unrestrained individuality that could be associated with the figure of the 
soldier. More precisely, as already occurred in artistic texts such as Sigüenza’s, valentón 
signals their visible display and unabashed exposure on the canvas.77  
 It is worth recalling once again Castiglione’s notion of sprezzatura. Like 
sprezzatura, Gracián’s notion of singularidad was also a “performative technique,” 
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something that could be learnt and developed, rather than inborn. In fact, as it has been 
repeatedly argued, the hero Gracián proposes in his writings is based on appearances and 
artifice rather than in real virtues.78 However, whereas, as Harry Berger argues, 
sprezzatura was intended to mask the courtier’s lack of natural or inborn nobility, 
singularidad could constitute its alternative altogether.79 In other words, whereas 
sprezzatura concealed “the absence of grace,” which was supposedly intrinsic to noble 
birth, singularidad signaled a new kind of social subject, a new category of social 
distinction.80 As it has been noted, Gracián’s notion of singularidad emerged in a 
moment in which “the privilege of making discriminations of taste was no longer 
guaranteed by claims of nobility of birth.”81  Thus, singularity constituted an “alternative 
to nobility or status earned through lineage.”82 
Within the context of Gracián’s passage, painting a lo valentón might be best 
understood in terms of the artist’s brushwork.83 In La carta del navegar pittoresco 
(1660), the Venetian artist and critic Marco Boschini (1613-1678) praised Velázquez for 
painting “with true Venetian brushwork.”84 The two artists had met when Velázquez 
visited Venice in 1651, and, according to Giles Knox, the encounter would be 
instrumental to Velázquez’s privileging of loose brushwork in his late works, especially 
The Spinners (c. 1657) (Figure 12) and Las Meninas (Figure 2). More precisely, 
Boschini’s defense of painterly brushwork would have provided Velázquez with a 
theoretical framework from which to establish his own artistic position.85  
 Although, as Knox notes, “the mature works of Velázquez feature some of the 
freest, most electrifying passages of painterly brushwork in all of seventeenth century 
European painting,” painterly brushwork had been at the core of Velázquez’s personal 
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style since the 1630s, when he might have coincided with Baltasar Gracián at court, and 
when The Hero was first published.86 That this particular feature of Velázquez’s painting 
was recognized and exalted in the Spanish context is attested by the writings of Juan 
Francisco Andrés Uztarroz (1606-1653), who was the official chronicler of the kingdom 
of Aragon, and Jusepe Martínez (1600-1682), a painter and author of the Discursos 
Practicables (1673). The two offer the earliest attempts to describe Velázquez’s 
innovative manner of painting.87 Writing in 1646, Uztarroz remarks that: 
 
Beauty consists in a few well-worked brushstrokes, not because a few do not 
require labor, but so that the execution may seem free, effortless and not 
affected…Diego Velázquez uses this very elegant (galantísimo) manner, for with 
his subtle skill he shows how much art, freedom (desahogo), and rapid execution 
can do in a few brushstrokes.88    
Jusepe Martinez expresses a similar opinion by asserting that: 
 
Titian, Basano, Paolo Veronese, and Tintoretto went in the opposite direction, 
making their works so bold (resolutas) that it seems that with them they canceled 
the applause for the others, because in their works a certain rapid execution 
(expedición) was apparent, suitable for more grandiose achievement. This is not 
something one can study, for it is done only by means of a certain resolution 
(resolución) that is born of a liberated (generoso) spirit.89  
As Svetlana Alpers has pointed out, the language these authors use to describe 
Velázquez’s painting “is of a courtly character.”90 Words such as “effortless” and “not 
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affected” certainly bring to mind Castiglione’s notion of sprezzatura, discussed above. 
However, these writers’ emphasis on resoluteness and freedom also evoke a different set 
of connotations, ones that are closer to the notion of artistic display implied in Gracián’s 
use of the word valentón.91 Velázquez’s embrace of painterly brushwork might be seen as 
engaging with this particular meaning of artistic valentía. As Knox has suggested, 
Velázquez’s prominent visible brushstrokes remind us of the performance of painting and 
the action of the artist’s hand, aspects that challenged the traditional view that established 
the hand as subservient to the intellect.92 This emphasis on display and performance, 
signaled through the artist’s brushwork, can also be seen as highlighting the artist’s 
singularidad.   
 As Richard Spear has demonstrated, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
there was an increasing appreciation of the artist’s visible brushwork as indicative of his 
personal imprint.93 Spear’s analysis considers how the presence of the artist’s brushwork, 
even if only in the form of final touches added to works by assistants, became an 
essential factor to determine a painting’s value and authenticity because it revealed the 
artist’s “inimitable and unsurpassable ingenium.”94 A similar notion was articulated by 
Vicente Carducho in his Diálogos de la pintura: “After the assistant considers his work 
finished, the master retouches the painting again and perfects it. This is the last step and 
the refinement which breathes spirit into a painting. Here, in these brush-strokes and fine 
finishing touches, the true master is revealed.”95 Carducho’s privileging of the painter’s 
final brushstrokes and touches as enlivening the composition and revealing the artist’s 
mastery also suggests that in Spain, the link between visible brushwork and ingenium was 
recognized.96 
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 Gracián’s use of the word valentón surpasses the meanings of effortlessness and 
casualness that could be associated with Castiglione’s notion of sprezzatura. Rather, it 
underlines the artist’s conscious display of his art, here understood as the active and 
resolute application of paint. Although already present in Sigüenza’s text, this notion is 
intensified in Gracián’s decision to use valentón instead of valiente. However, the 
difference between Sigüenza’s and Gracián’s notions of artistic valor is not just one of 
degree. They also respond to different understandings of artistic identity. Thus, whereas 
Sigüenza relates artistic display to Spain’s military might, which consequently could 
establish painter’s nobility, Gracián ascribes it to singularidad, a new social category 
that, by challenging the official notion of nobility by birth, defies traditional aristocratic 
values while giving way to a new kind of artistic identity. These two formulations of 
artistic identity are forcefully underscored and reconciled in Velázquez’s masterpiece, 
Las Meninas.  
 
Enacting Artistic Valentía: The Case of Velázquez 
 
 Vuela, oh joven valiente, en la aventura  
 de tu raro principio, la privanza  
 honre la posesión, no la esperanza,  
 del lugar que alcanzaste en la pintura. 97 
 
 I introduced the subject of this chapter by calling attention to Velázquez and the 
issue of his knighthood in Las Meninas. I would like to argue now that this work can also 
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be read in terms of the complex meanings of artistic valor. In fact, with this painting, 
Velázquez seems to be enacting the claims, paradoxes and contradictions operating in the 
appropriation of martial rhetoric to articulate notions of the artist during this period. But, 
in its insistence on the brushwork and uncanny realism, Las Meninas also becomes a 
proclamation of “artistic valor,” understood as the artist’s singularidad.  
 Although later idealized as an independent hero, Velázquez’s career and artistic 
production were greatly determined by his loyalty to the king and his regime. 
Contemporary historiography has sometimes perceived in Velázquez’s works a hint of 
veiled criticism and political commentary.98 However, since his arrival at court in 1623, 
Velázquez used his art to create the “official” image of Philip IV, glorify his military 
victories, and sustain the nation’s religious ideology. Similarly, joining the prestigious 
order of Santiago, one of the oldest Spanish military orders, implied assuming the values 
that had been associated with Spain’s national identity since the end of the middle ages.  
 The original function of the Order of Santiago, established in the twelfth century 
in the North of Spain, was mainly military. Its founders, presumably members of the first 
Spanish nobility, aided the kings to “reconquer” the southern territories from the 
Muslims, imposing the Catholic faith and building a unified nation. However, by the 
seventeenth century, this and other military orders retained only a social function. On the 
one hand, they enshrined the anachronistic notion that Spain was a warrior nation led by a 
chivalric model of nobility steeped in military performance and religious militancy. On 
the other, with an extremely strict list of requirements that stressed lineage over anything 
else, military orders became instruments that ensured that the hierarchical order of 
Spanish society remained unchanged.99 
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 Embracing the ideology of faith and military might, the two basic pillars of 
Spanish identity, might have been appealing to someone who, like Velázquez, both 
served and enjoyed a close relationship with the king. However, even more appealing 
must have been the fact that, by the seventeenth century, entering the Order of Santiago 
meant being publicly recognized as a hidalgo with an unstained record, both in terms of 
purity of blood and of religious heresy. In other words, as can be inferred from the many 
Spanish portraits representing knights during this period, wearing the cross of Santiago 
signaled and guaranteed one’s aristocratic, racial, and religious identity.100 As is well 
known, Velázquez was required to undergo multiple tests to prove he was a fit candidate 
to the prestigious title, but, when his aristocratic pedigree and racial purity were 
demonstrated, the knighthood was rejected because of his profession as painter. It was 
only after the king arranged a papal dispensation that Velázquez was accepted into the 
order in spite of his profession.101 
 Clearly, joining the military order of Santiago implied the acceptance of an 
extremely conservative system that necessarily denied the artist’s social advancement. 
However, in Las Meninas, Velázquez seems to imply otherwise. In an influential reading 
of the painting, Jonathan Brown suggests that, by representing himself with the tools of 
his profession under the authorizing presence of the king, Velázquez “invited the viewer 
to consider the painter as worthy because, not in spite, of his art.”102 I would also add that 
this bold reference to his profession enacts the heroic meaning of “artistic valor” that was 
formulated in artistic treatises of this period. Executed at the end of a career dedicated to 
serving the Spanish monarchy with works that, as art critics had argued, enhanced, 
preserved, and memorialized its glories, Las Meninas becomes a tribute to this particular 
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function of painting as much as it establishes the painter’s ability as a virtue worthy of 
esteem. In this sense, the painting as a whole contradicts the notion of nobility by lineage 
as it privileges the medieval notion of nobility by virtue and deeds.103 
 
Singularidad and Las Meninas   
But Las Meninas can also be read as a masterful display of singularidad.104 As the 
multiple interpretations of the painting suggest, the uniqueness of Velázquez’s 
masterpiece is an essential aspect of its appeal. In fact, its extraordinary character was 
already recognized in its own time. For example, In The Antiquity of the Art of Painting 
(1696), one of the first descriptions of Las Meninas, the Portuguese writer Felix da Costa 
(1639-1712)  writes that, “with his own wit (engenho)” Velázquez perpetuated the honor 
of having received the cross of Santiago (and the key of the royal chamber).”105 It was in 
the early decades of the eighteenth century, however, that the art theorist and painter 
Antonio Palomino most clearly established the work’s novel nature. Palomino devotes a 
whole section of his life of Velázquez, included in his Museo óptico y escala óptica 
(1724), to Las Meninas, which he describes as “la más ilustre obra de Don Diego 
Velázquez.”106 His account of Las Meninas is full of comments that further suggest the 
work’s exceptionality: according to Palomino, the painting is indescribable, inimitable, 
superior, and, most importantly, it constitutes “a new caprice,” un capricho nuevo.107 
 The significance of Palomino‘s characterization of Velázquez‘s painting as a “new 
caprice” has been noted by Fernando Marías. In an important essay about the genre of 
Las Meninas, Marías relates this notion to Carducho’s own formulation of capricho, 
which he describes as “the painter’s new concept” (el pensamiento nuevo del pintor).108 
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According to Marías, this “new concept” would refer to the painting’s genre, since “the 
style of Las Meninas could not have been new for Philip IV.”109 Certainly, by combining 
elements of history painting (by means of the narrative action), portraiture (the characters 
represented are real people), and genre scenes (the scene depicts an episode of daily life 
in the Alcázar), Las Meninas exceeds identification with any single genre.110 However, 
the picture’s innovative nature also resides in the manner in which it has been painted. In 
particular, in Las Meninas, Velázquez combines the two artistic directions that had 
established the artist’s singularidad: the ability to counterfeit nature, with which he 
engaged in the bodegones of his youth, and the free brushwork that characterized his 
more mature paintings. Interestingly, in Spanish artistic treatises, both features were 
described in terms of “artistic valor” and were the subject of polemic debates about 
painting’s ability to suggest force and relief, an effect that was perceived as underlining 
the revelation of the artistic act. In this sense, Velázquez’s Las Meninas might be seen as 
a pictorial synthesis of Velázquez’s artistic and social achievements, which, in both 
cases, enacted notions of valentía.  
 
Velázquez and the Topos of Artistic Novelty  
At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Antonio Palomino included a long 
entry for Velázquez in his Museo pictórico. Following official attitudes towards nobility, 
Palomino discussed the names, origins, and lineage of Velázquez’s parents, but he also 
stressed Velázquez’s tendencies towards the unique, the strange, and the new. For 
example, according to Palomino, in his youth Velázquez preferred the styles of el Greco 
(1541-1614), his follower, Luis Tristán (c. 1580-1624), and Caravaggio (1571-1610) to 
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that of his master Pacheco: 
 
What most excited him were the works of Luis Tristán, a painter of Toledo and 
disciple of el Greco, with whom he shared a lively imagination and a taste for the 
unusual. For this reason he proclaimed himself a follower of Tristán and 
abandoned the example of his teacher Pacheco, whose manner, as Velázquez 
realized right from the start, was too bland and pretentious, however learned, to 
suit his temperament. Velázquez was called a second Caravaggio because he 
always had his eye on nature and imitated it so skillfully. For his portraits he 
imitated those of Dominico Greco, which, in Velázquez’s opinion, could never be 
praised highly enough.111 
The association with el Greco and with Caravaggio seems particularly significant because 
in the seventeenth century their styles were regarded as extravagant and unique, 
extraordinary and outrageous at the same time. Both artists had deviated from the norm to 
initiate a new path, an idea that Palomino applies to Velázquez in the following passage, 
placed right after his discussion of Velázquez‘s bodegones:112 
 
Such were the things Velázquez did by then, to distinguish himself from the rest, 
and follow a new path: knowing that Titian, Albrecht (Dürer), Raphael and others 
had already pulled ahead of him, and that their fame was more alive when they 
were dead, he made use of his capricious invention, painting rustic things with 
boldness (a lo valentón), with strange lights and colors. Some reproved him for 
not painting more serious subjects with sweetness and beauty, so that he could 
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emulate Raphael, to which he replied gallantly: I would rather be first in that 
coarseness than second in delicacy.113   
Palomino’s passage obviously recalls Gracián’s own formulation of artistic singularidad, 
which we quoted earlier. The association is significant, for, already in the seventeenth 
century, Gracián’s example was assumed to be an allusion to Velázquez.114 However, 
Palomino’s own reworking of Gracián’s text also reveals important differences. In 
Palomino’s text Velázquez challenges Raphael rather than Titian. Moreover, to the bold 
and flamboyant style (a lo valentón) with which Gracián identifies Velázquez’s novelty, 
Palomino adds the painter’s preference for rustic subjects, which, painted a lo valentón, 
contrast with the sweetness and beauty of Raphael’s more serious paintings.115 
By rustic subjects Palomino refers to the tavern scenes in Velázquez’s early 
bodegones. According to Palomino, it was precisely in these paintings’ bold realism that 
Velázquez “competed with Caravaggio in the valor of his painting,” coming to be known 
as “a second Caravaggio.”116 Although Velázquez’s engagement with the art of the 
Italian painter has traditionally been a source of scholarly contention, recent studies bring 
attention to the pivotal role Caravaggio’s art played in seventeenth-century Spanish 
artistic discourse.117 In a famous passage meant to disparage Caravaggio’s art, Carducho 
cannot hide his admiration for the Italian painter and even recognizes the “powerful 
talent” that was at the core of his “outrageous technique of painting.”118 Even more, 
Pacheco praises Caravaggio’s way of painting by calling him valiente imitador del 
natural (bold imitator of nature).119 
In Palomino’s passage on Velázquez, a lo valentón, or painting with boldness, 
refers precisely to Velázquez’s ability to counterfeit nature, a notion that Pacheco already 
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articulated in his Arte. For example, in an unprecedented defense of naturalism in 
painting, Pacheco declares having painted always from nature, just as Caravaggio, 
Ribera, and Velázquez, “who follows this path,” did.120 A similar notion appears in his 
famous defense of Velázquez’s bodegones, where Pacheco claims that these paintings of 
“low” subjects could achieve great esteem if they were painted like Velázquez did, 
through the “verdadera imitación del natural.”121 To which he further adds that when “the 
figures (in these bodegones) are painted with boldness (valentía), drawing and color, and 
seem to be alive and are as well painted as the rest of things represented, they bring great 
honor to the painter.”122 
In another section of his treatise, Pacheco clarifies this particular meaning of 
valentía by associating it to the notion of relievo (relief), which he includes in his 
discussion on the properties of color: 
 
I say (relief) is the most important (part of color). This is so because it is possible 
to find good paintings that have force and relief, appear three dimensional (like 
nature/the natural model) and trick the eye extending beyond the picture plane, 
but lack beauty and softness. This can be forgiven, because relief is more 
important. Thus many valorous painters have succeed without the beauty and the 
softness, but not without the relief, like […] Caravaggio and our Spaniard 
Ribera.123  
By “relief,” Pacheco refers to the ability to create the illusion that the figures project from 
the picture plane. In works such as Caravaggio’s The Entombment of Christ (1602-1603) 
(Figure 13) or Ribera’s St. Jerome and the Angel (1626) (Figure 14), the artists Pacheco 
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mentions, such effects are attained through heightened chiaroscuro, a feature that, 
allowing the figures to protrude into space, reveals or exposes the “art” in terms that are 
similar to Sigüenza’s characterization of artistic valor.124 Certainly, this is what Pacheco 
meant when he praised bodegones that represented figures with valentía. In fact, although 
Pacheco privileges “relief” as the most important facet of color, he also qualifies his 
opinion by suggesting that relief is essential to painters who specialize in cosas humildes 
(humble things), but not necessarily to painters devoted to sacred images, who instead 
need to observe “sweetness, beauty (and) decorum.”125 Recalling the kind of artistic 
restrain Sigüenza and Pacheco had promulgated, relief, here discussed in terms of 
“artistic valor,” is thus envisioned as an act of artistic display that is incompatible with 
the loftier goal of religious paintings. Interestingly, in Pacheco’s opinion, the effects of 
“force” and “relief” are better achieved through a high degree of finish, rather than 
through the loose brushwork which characterizes the pintura de borrones, which was the 
term Spaniards use to describe sketchy, or literally, painting made up of stains.126   
 
Relief, Brushwork, and “Artistic Valor”  
In Las Meninas, a painting portraying members of the royal family, Velázquez 
creates strong effects of relief by means of loose brushwork. Intensely illuminated against 
a dark background, the infanta and the two meninas centering the composition acquire a 
particularly sculptural character that intensifies the appearance of their real presence. In 
so doing, Velázquez contests Pacheco’s notion that this particular artistic feature was 
most relevant to lowly subjects. Moreover, in Las Meninas, Velázquez challenges 
Pacheco’s privileging of finish by demonstrating that the illusion of relief and naturalism, 
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which he had achieved through a polished manner in his early bodegones, can be attained 
and even surpassed by means of loose brushwork. Interestingly, this combination of 
illusionistic relief and loose brushwork can be identified with two well-established 
seventeenth-century manners of painting, both of which were instrumental to the 
formulation of Velázquez’s artistic identity. 
As Charles Dempsey has recently argued, seventeenth-century artistic discourse 
distinguished two concepts of naturalism: the specular and the macular. The macular 
style was based on loose brushwork and was best represented by the late works of Titian; 
the specular style was based on “counterfeiting surface appareances, highly finished and 
mirror-like,” and had Caravaggio as its main advocate.127 As Dempsey notes, the two 
manners were the source of much artistic debate in the Spanish context. More precisely, 
Carducho’s advocacy of the macular style of Titian contrasted with Pacheco’s defense of 
the specular manner of Caravaggio, which was also the manner Velázquez followed in 
his youth.128 It is worth noting that although Caravaggio’s “specular style” was 
characterized by a high degree of finish, it was not perceived in terms of the artistic 
concealment which was ascribed to Flemish paintings. Rather, like the “macular style” of 
Titian, Caravaggio’s “specular style” was discussed in terms of artistic valor.  
In Las Meninas, Velázquez simultaneously calls attention to and reconciles these 
two naturalistic manners. Identified with Caravaggio and Titian, respectively, the ability 
to counterfeit nature that distinguished Velázquez’s early bodegones and the insistence 
on painterly brushwork that characterized his more mature allegorical works established 
Velázquez’s artistic achievements while signaling his singularidad, his ability to surpass 
the models of Caravaggio and Titian. In fact, in Las Meninas, it is precisely the 
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combination of these features that promotes the painting’s unusual naturalism.   
Las Meninas’s status as “paradigm of illusionism,” one that vividly engages the 
viewer’s experience must have been the driving force behind Palomino’s statement 
that this particular work “is truth rather than painting.”129 A number of studies have 
considered how the painting’s “reality effect” is achieved by perspectival means.130 
Velázquez’s command of the rules of perspective and geometry would have allowed him 
to create the illusion of depth and to enhance the “real” presence of the painting’s 
characters before the viewer.131 Most recently, Knox has suggested that the painting’s 
uncanny illusionism must also be credited to its ability to suggest “change and subtle 
motion,” an effect that, according to Knox, Velázquez created by means of the open, 
painterly brushwork.132  Svetlana Alpers also observes how, “as we step back and forth 
between the casual brushwork closely viewed and the real appearance of the painted 
word distantly viewed, it is impossible to locate the art in Velázquez’s painting.”133  
As Alpers’ words suggest, the effects of relief the painting promotes are only 
achieved when the painting is viewed from a certain distance. Closer inspection dissolves 
the illusionistic sense of relief, but also reveals the vibrant and textured brushstrokes that 
make it possible. In this sense, Velázquez simultaneously conceals and reveals his “art.” 
In Velázquez’s time, this was perceived as a “learned” artifice (docto artificio).134 Writers 
such as Carducho praised this ingenious mode of painting in the late paintings of Titian. 
According to Carducho, Titian produced these works 
  
with such license, that some paintings are barely recognizable from up close, 
although if one moves back an appropriate distance, one discovers through an 
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agreeable view the artfulness of the painter; and if this deception is done with 
prudence, and with measured, luminous and colored perspective, and is colored so 
that one achieves by this means what one seeks, it is not less admirable, but rather 
much more admirable than other polished and finished manner.135  
Similarly, in a 1629 silva, the Spanish poet Francisco Quevedo (1580-1645) celebrated 
Velázquez’s “distant stains” (manchas distantes) for giving “life to the beautiful” and 
“sensation to the soft,” further arguing that these blobs were “truth itself and not 
resemblances.”136  
 Carducho’s passage places the emphasis on the illusion of reality loosely applied 
brushstrokes promote. The “artfulness of the painter” is thus discovered in the distance, 
rather than from up close. However, Quevedo’s assertion that Velázquez’s manchas 
distantes “are truth” in themselves, also suggests that the painter’s “art” is located in the 
materiality of the canvas’ stained surface. In Velázquez’s las Meninas, this particular 
feature is linked to the artist’s identity by means of the self-portrait, in which Velázquez 
appears in the act of painting.  
  
Velázquez’s Self-Portrait 
As mentioned earlier, in one of the first recorded descriptions of Las Meninas, 
Felix da Costa wrote that “with his own wit Velázquez perpetuated the honor of having 
received the cross of Santiago.” The sentence is interesting because it links the artist’s wit 
specifically to Velázquez’s self-portrait and the issue of his knighthood. Wit is certainly 
an essential aspect of the painting’s singularidad, and it was the single most important 
feature of Gracián’s “singular” hero.137 Palomino recognized this fact when he wrote that 
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“Velázquez demonstrated his wit (ingenio) when he revealed what he was painting by 
means of the transparent light of a mirror he painted in the back of the room, in which the 
reflection shows our Catholic Kings, Felipe and Mariana.”138 
Although it is now generally accepted that what Velázquez is painting in the 
canvas is the portrait of the king and the queen, itself reflected in the back mirror, it is 
undeniable that, as Palomino implies, this realization comes only after a process of 
discovery.139 As the wealth of interpretations this particular issue has generated, what 
Velázquez is painting in the canvas is not readily obvious. Many scholars have 
considered the possibility that the mirror is reflecting the “real” king and queen, whose 
presence would explain the outward gazes of Velázquez, the Infanta, and several other 
characters.140 By denying the viewer access to what he is painting and by including the 
reflection of the king and the queen in the back mirror, Velázquez plays with the viewer’s 
expectations while displaying his wit.141 
But wit could also be associated with Velázquez’s ingenious application of paint: 
his ability to simultaneously conceal and reveal the very process of his painting. Earlier 
we discussed how Carducho discussed this manner of painting as a “learned artifice.” 
Similarly, Quevedo regarded Velázquez’s “manchas distantes” as indications of the 
artist’s skill and wit. Thus, just as Velázquez discovers his wit by means of the back 
mirror, he also reveals the ingenuity of his painting by means of loose brushstrokes, 
which, as the reflection in the mirror, are only discovered after careful observation. Both 
revelations constitute an act of display that is underlined by the presence of the artist‘s 
self-portrait in the act of painting.142  
 As it has been argued, Velázquez’s Las Meninas constitutes a “deliberate 
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contemplation on the very medium of [its] own production.”143 By representing himself 
with the palette, brush and canvas that constitute the tools and matter of the finished 
painting, Velázquez calls attention to the artificial nature of his art. This emphasis on the 
medium also reminds us that singularidad was an artificial construct, a carefully 
calculated ploy based on display and performance.144 It is in this sense that we might 
consider Velázquez’s enactment of the notion of valentía in Las Meninas. By 
representing himself as a knight of Santiago, in the act of painting, Velázquez reconciles 
the complex meanings of artistic valor: The brush and palette visually recall the sword 
and shield of a knight. But, most importantly, they assert the artist’s active engagement 
with the art that established the artist’s singularidad. Such a resolute approach not only 
recalls the “artistic display” that was embedded in the notion of artistic valor; it also 
presumes, as the notion of singularidad implied, a new notion of nobility that is not 
determined by the passive inheritance of lineage but by the willed and resolute 
performance of one’s personal achievements. In other words, by representing himself as a 
knight of Santiago, singularidad becomes the sign and justification of Velázquez‘s 
nobility. What Velázquez claims is thus not only that he is noble because of his art, but 
more precisely, that his singularidad (an artificial rather than natural virtue) constitutes a 
new form of nobility. 
 Asserting his nobility in such a way was an act of singularidad in and of itself, a 
novelty that, implying change and movement, constituted an assault against the static 
discourse the traditional model of aristocracy promoted. As José Antonio Maravall has 
argued, artistic novelties were well-received and appreciated in seventeenth-century 
Spain, but any novelty implying the transformation of social structures was perceived as 
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dangerous and suspicious.145 By displaying and reconciling the singularidad of his 
artistic and social achievements in Las Meninas, Velázquez tested the limits by which 
identity, both social and artistic, was constructed in Golden Age Spain.  
 
Conclusion 
 By appropriating a militaristic discourse to articulate artistic identity, Spanish 
artists and critics touched upon the very pressing issue of what constituted nobility in the 
seventeenth century. The artistic assimilation and, in the case of Velázquez, enactment, of 
military virtues could uphold aristocratic values. However, in seventeenth-century Spain, 
such values were constantly questioned as a result of the military crisis and the character 
of the modern war. In this sense, while a militaristic discourse could effectively 
legitimate the artist’s position within a country so steeped in martial values, the 
appropriation of valentía could have contradictory effects. In its heroic sense, as defined 
in chivalric literature and military treatises, the virtue of valentía was germane to an ideal 
of nobility that no longer existed in reality; in its negative meaning, as it was used to 
describe the behavior of regular soldiers, valentía implied an inherently anti-aristocratic 
loss of control. Paradoxically, in both cases, the appropriation of valentía could anticipate 
new forms of subjectivity. Thus, with its ambivalent and contradictory meanings, the 
notion of artistic valor not only reflected and participated in contemporary reformulations 
of nobility: it also offered a new model of identity that was no longer determined by 
blood.  
 As I hope to have shown in this chapter, cultural formulations of the artist in 
baroque Spain had two-fold implications. Aiming to elevate the artist’s status, the writers 
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of art treatises drew upon broader cultural concerns that, like the nature of nobility and 
the importance of military performance, had a significant currency in seventeenth century 
Spain. However, by participating in these larger discourses, the artist also constitutes an 
interesting site through which to analyze the stakes that inform those discourses. In this 
sense, the figure of the artist becomes a distilled instance or microcosm of the changing 
social realities that characterized the culture of early modern Spain.  
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1 Velázquez’s Las Meninas is undoubtedly one of the most famous masterpieces of Western 
painting, one that has received an unprecedented deal of attention from art historians, literary 
critics, philosophers, geometricians, and photographers. Although this is not the place to survey 
this incredible amount of scholarship, some of the most influential studies on the painting include 
the first chapter of Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things: An Archeology of Human Sciences 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1994) (first published in French in 1966), 3-16; John R. Searle’s 
“Las Meninas and the Paradoxes of Pictorial Representation,” Critical Inquiry 6 (1980): 477-488; 
Leo Steinberg’s “Velázquez’s Las Meninas,” October 19 (1981): 45-54; and Svetlana Alpers’ 
“Interpretation without Representation, or, The Viewing of Las Meninas,” Representations 1 
(1983): 31-42. The most accepted historically-oriented approach is that of Jonathan Brown in his 
Images and Ideas in Seventeenth-Century Spanish Painting (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1978), 87-110. Brown interprets the work in terms of Velázquez’s claims for the nobility of 
painting and of his own social ambitions to become member of the military Order of Santiago. 
For a very useful summary of the painting’s different interpretations see Suzanne Stratton-Pruitt, 
“Velázquez’s Las Meninas: An Interpretive Primer,” in Velázquez’s Las Meninas, ed. Suzanne 
Stratton-Pruitt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 124-150. 
 
2 It is unclear whether the famous cross of Santiago adorning Velázquez’s attire was part of the 
original painting. In the life of Velázquez, Antonio Palomino informs that Philip IV ordered it to 
be painted after Velázquez’s death, even suggesting that the king himself might have added such 
honorable detail. Included in El museo pictórico y escala óptica, part III: El parnaso español 
pintoresco laureado (Madrid: Sancha, 1796), 509: “Al otro lado está don Diego Velazquez 
pintando: tiene la tabla de las colores en la mano siniestra, y en la diestra el pincel, la llave de la 
Cámara, y de Aposentador en la cinta, y en el pecho el Hábito de Santiago, que despues de 
muerto le mandó su Magestad se le pintasen; y algunos dicen que su Magestad mismo se lo pintó, 
para aliento de los profesores de esta nobilísima Arte con tan superior Cronista; porque cuando 
pintó Velazquez este quadro no le habia hecho el Rey esta merced.” Modern scholarship 
considers the possibility that Velázquez himself painted the cross when he created the painting. 
See, for example, Fernando Marías, Velázquez: Pintor y criado del rey (Madrid: Nerea, 1999), 
215.   
 
3 Throughout this text I have tried to translate “valiente” according to the particular meanings it 
attains in different texts and contexts. In general, I have translated “valiente” as “valorous” or 
“valiant” when it carries heroic connotations. In other instances, especially when it characterizes 
a particular manner of painting, I have translated “valiente” as bold, or with boldness.  
 
4 The three first entries of “valiente” in the Diccionario de Autoridades (1737), define the term 
as: “strong and robust” (fuerte y robusto en su línea), “dedicated, spirited and brave” (esforzado, 
animoso, y de valor), and “effective and active, both physically and morally” (eficáz, y activo en 
su línea physica, ù moral). See the Real Academia Española facsimile edition (Madrid: Gredos, 
1990), 416.   
 
5 In the Diccionario de Autoridades, 416, the identification of “valiente” with singularity appears 
in one of the entries of “valientemente” (with valor): “Vale asimismo con propiedad, primor, ò 
singularidad, ò con arrojo, y animosidad en el discurso, ù en el arte.”    
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6 As George Mariscal, Contradictory Subjects: Quevedo, Cervantes, and Seventeenth- Century 
Spanish Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 32, argues, “the aristocratic subject 
itself was the intersection of contradictory positions.”     
 
7 This statement is part of a discussion of the benefits of painting included in Vicente Carducho, 
Diálogos de la Pintura (1633), ed. Francisco Calvo Serraller (Madrid: Turner, 1979), 353. 
 
8 This idea has been developed, among others, in J.H. Elliot, Imperial Spain: 1469-1716 (London: 
Penguin, 1963), 20-21. For a more recent analysis see Henry Kamen, Imagining Spain: Historical 
Myth and National Identity (London: Yale University Press, 2008), esp. 1-37. 
 
9 For a discussion of allegorical representations of Spain in the seventeenth century see Antonio 
G. Moreno Garrido, “La alegoría de España en el siglo XVII,” Traza y Baza 8 (1984): 119-131. 
 
10 For a discussion of Vasari’s fresco see Jan L. de Jong, “Papal History and Historical 
Invenzione: Vasari’s Frescoes in the Sala Regia,” in Vasari’s Florence: Artists and Literati at the 
Medicean Court, Philip Jacks ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 233-237; and 
Loren Partridge and Randolph Starn, “Triumphalism and the Sala Regia in the Vatican,” in “All 
the World’s a Stage...:” Art and Pageantry in the Renaissance and Baroque, vol. 1, Barbara 
Wisch and Susan Scott Munshower eds. (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University, 1990), 1-
22. 
 Interestingly, in his Descripción breve del Monasterio de San Lorenzo el Real del 
Escorial única maravilla del mundo (1657, 1667, 1681, and 1698), Francisco de los Santos 
describes Titian’s figure as “a brave woman, with military attire” (una mujer valiente, de hábito 
militar). Cited in Fernando Checa, Tiziano y la monarquía hispánica: Uso y funciones de la 
pintura veneciana en España (siglos XVI y XVII) (Madrid: Nerea, 1994), 58. 
 
11 We know of this picture from Antonio Palomino’s description, included in the Museo, 486: 
“Ultimamente hizo de orden de su Magestad el lienzo de la expulsion de los moriscos por el 
piadoso Rey Don Felipe Tercero, bien merecido castigo de tan infame, y sediciosa gente […] A la 
mano derecha del Rey está España, representada en una magestuosa matrona, sentada al pie de un 
edificio, en la diestra mano tiene un escudo, y unos dardos, y en la siniestra unas espigas, armada 
á lo romano […]” 
 
12 See Benito Peñalosa y Mondragón, Libro de las 5 excelencias del español (Pamplona: Carlos 
de Labayen, 1629), 59. 
 
13 En mi ausencia son leones. See Sebastián de Covarrubias, Emblemas Morales (1610), Carmen 
Bravo-Villasante ed. (Madrid: Fundación Universitaria Española, 1978), Emblem 12, Centuria 
III, n.p.  
 
14 Covarrubias, Emblemas, ibid: “Cria la fuerte, y belicosa España/ al simple conejuelo temeroso,/ 
Y encubre el gran valor, el brio y saña/ De su Español, valiente, y animoso:/ Que en el nativo 
suelo, no se ensaña,/ Antes se muestra manso, y amoroso,/ Pero saliendo fuera de su tierra,/ 
Minerva es en la paz, Marte en la guerra.”  
 
15 For the importance of drawing as designator of painting’s nobility see Gaspar Gutiérrez de los 
Ríos, Noticia general para la estimación de las artes (1600), compiled in Francisco Calvo 
Serraller, Teoría de la pintura del Siglo de Oro (Madrid: Cátedra, 1981), 67. The scientific and 
theoretical implications of drawing were also perceived as the major motivation to establish an 
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Academy in Madrid in 1619.  See Anonymous, “Memorial de los pintores,” in Calvo Serraller, 
ibid, 169. For the paragone see Juan de Jáuregui, “Diálogo entre la naturaleza y las dos artes, 
pintura y escultura, de cuya preminencia se disfruta y juzga (1618),” in Calvo Serraller, ibid, 156. 
For noble practitioners of painting see Francisco Pacheco, “A los profesores del arte de la pintura 
(1622),” in Calvo Serraller, ibid, 186-187. For the ut pictura poesis topos see see Gutiérrez de los 
Ríos, Noticia general, as cited above, 69-70. 
 
16 Gutiérrez de los Ríos, Noticia general, 74. See also Carducho, Diálogos, 140. 
  
17 For a discussion of these issues in the Italian context see Martin Warnke, The Court Artist: On 
the Ancestry of the Modern Artist (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 166. 
 
18 For a summary of these opinions see Francisco Calvo Serraller, Teoría de la pintura del Siglo 
de Oro (Madrid: Cátedra, 1981), 21-27.  
 
19 Translations of important Italian texts were undertaken during the sixteenth century, but they 
were mostly of architectural treatises. For example, Francisco de Villalpando translated the 3rd 
and 4th books of Serlio in 1552 (with later editions of 1563 and 1574); Don Lázaro Velasco 
translated Vitrubio in 1582; Francisco Lozano translated Alberti’s Los diez libros de arquitectura 
in 1582, and Patricio Caxés translated Vignola’s Regla de los cinco órdenes de arquitectura de 
Jácome de Vignola in 1593. See Juan Antonio Gaya Nuño, Historia de la crítica de arte en 
España (Madrid: Ibérico Europea de Ediciones, 1975), 21, 22, 23.   
 
20 Gridley McKim-Smith et al., Examining Velázquez (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1988), 1, already suggested that these art treatises “sometimes reflect literary conventions 
and social concerns as much as actual practice.” For a recent analysis of the artistic terminology 
employed in the treatises of Pacheco and Carducho see Nuria Rodríguez Ortega, Maneras y 
facultades en los tratados de F. Pacheco y V. Carducho: Tesauro terminológico-conceptual 
(Málaga: Universidad de Málaga, 2005).  
 
21 Valente usually describes someone with merit or virtue (valentuomo--a meritorious man, for 
ex.). It can also be used, as Vasari does, to designate ability, i. e. to have merit in painting. For 
instance, in the Life of Paolo Uccello, Vasari writes: “et in vero Paulo in quella professione fu 
ingegnoso e valente.” See Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu eccellenti pittori scultori e architettori, 
vol. 2 (Milano: Club del Libro, 1962), 158. I wish to thank Jeryldene Wood for bringing my 
attention to this Italian use of the word. 
 
22 The Diccionario de Autoridades, 416, defines “valiente” as excellent in the fourth entry of the 
word: “Significa asimismo excelente, primoroso, ù especial en su línea.”  Interestingly, the 
dictionary exemplifies this meaning with a sentence that makes explicit reference to painting: “De 
mano de un Pintor valiente de Alemania,” from Lope de Vega’s La Angélica.  
 
23 Some historians have tried to find correspondences between the word valiente and a particular 
manner or style of painting. For Francisco Calvo Serraller, “La teoría de la pintura en el siglo de 
oro,” in El siglo de oro de la pintura española, Javier Portús, ed. (Madrid: Mondadori, 1991), 
219, the word is used to indicate the painter’s ability to faithfully imitate nature. In another 
instance, Humberto Huergo Cardoso, “Las Soledades de Góngora, ¿‘lienço de Flandes’ o ‘pintura 
valiente’?,” La Torre: Revista General de la Universidad de Puerto Rico 6.20-21 (2001): 196, 
believes the word to designate specifically Italian painting, and more particularly, the so-called 
pintura de borrones or pintura de noche. Only Nigel Glendinning, “The Spanishness of Spanish 
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Art in the Golden Age,” rev. of Artists’ Techniques in Golden Age Spain: Six Treatises in 
Translation, by Zahira Véliz, Oxford Art Journal 11.2 (1988): 71, more cautiously acknowledges 
that the meaning of the word in these texts is not at all fixed. 
 
24 Fray José de Sigüenza was a hyeronimite monk and the librarian of El Escorial. His role as art 
critic has been studied, for example, in Cecilio Barberán, “El Padre José de Sigüenza como crítico 
de arte de las pinturas de El Escorial,” Ciudad de Dios 177 (1964): 86-99. 
 
25 See Rosemarie Mulcahy, Juan Fernández de Navarrete el Mudo, pintor de Felipe II (Madrid: 
Sociedad Estatal para la Conmemoración de los Centenarios de Felipe II y Carlos V, 1999), 5. 
See also by the same author, The Decoration of the Royal Basilica of El Escorial, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 14-27. 
 
26 Fray José de Sigüenza, Fundación del Monasterio de El Escorial, prologue by Federico Carlos 
Sainz de Robles (Madrid: Aguilar, 1963), 243: “que no sé yo haya hecho flamenco cosa tan 
acabada ni de tanta paciencia; y esta sola falta tiene: que en estar tan acabado, no parece de 
hombre valiente.”  
 
27 Sigüenza, Fundación, 243: “En estos cuatro lienzos me parece a mí que siguió Juan Fernández 
su propio natural, y se dejó llevar del ingenio nativo, que era labrar muy hermoso y acabado, para 
que se pudiese llegar a los ojos y gozar cuan de cerca quisiesen, propio gusto de los españoles en 
la pintura. Parecióle no era esto camino de valientes y lo que él había visto en Italia, y que, 
aunque su maestro el Tiziano había hecho algo de esto a los principios, que después siguió otra 
manera más fuerte y de más relieve, y que lo mismo había hecho Rafael de Urbino, y así en los 
demás cuadros que hizo no acabó tanto y puso más cuidado en dar fuerza y relieve a lo que 
hacía.” 
 
28 For this kind of reading see Philip Sohm, “Gendered Style in Italian Art Criticism from 
Michelangelo to Malvasia,” Renaissance Quarterly 48.4 (1995): 759-808. 
 
29 For this suggestion in the Italian context see Sohm, “Gendered Style,” 778.   
 
30 The formulation of Flemish painting as feminine had been a common trope since Francisco de 
Holanda included Michelangelo’s purported opinions in this famous passage, included in the 
second book of his treatise Da pintura antigua (1541-1548): “(Flemish painting) will appeal to 
women, especially to the very old and the very young, and also to monks and nuns and to certain 
noblemen who have no sense of true harmony. In Flanders they paint with a view to external 
exactness or such things that may cheer you and which you cannot disparage, as for example 
saints and prophets. They paint clothes, masonry, the green grass of the fields, the shadows of 
trees and landscapes, with many figures on this side, and many figures on that. And all of this, 
though it pleases some persons, is done without reason or art, without symmetry or proportion, 
without selective choice or boldness, and finally without substance or vigor.” See Francisco de 
Hollanda, Diálogos em Roma (1538): Conversations on Art with Michelangelo Buonarroti, ed. 
Grazia Dolores Folliero-Metz (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1998), 76-77.  
 
31 Sigüenza, Fundación, 382: “Sin duda que si los pintores venecianos hubieran puesto tanto 
estudio en el dibujo como en la pintura y el colorido, que pudieran competir con los más valientes 
de Florencia y de toda Italia.” 
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32 Sigüenza, Fundación, 239: “Estas historias y todo este rincón es pintura de Miguel Barroso, 
español, que si fuera italiano le llamaran el Nuevo Micahelo Angelo, y pegáresele tras esto alguna 
más valentía, que ha sido común vicio de los pintores de España afectar mucha dulzura en sus 
obras y aballarlas, como ellos dicen, y ponerlas como debajo de una niebla o de velo, cobardía sin 
duda en el arte, no siéndolo en la nación; en lo demás están estas historias muy bien tratadas y 
entendidas, buen repartimiento y colorido y de buen dibujo; solo me parece que les falta la 
fuerza.”  
 
33 See Arsenio Moreno Mendoza, “La pintura en la ciudad de Úbeda en el siglo XVI,” 
Laboratorio de Arte 15 (2002): 94. 
 
34 For a discussion of the Italian dolcezza in Italian art treatises see Sohm, “Gendered Style,” 787. 
 
35 See Sohm, “Gendered Style,” 793.  
 
36 Sigüenza, Fundación, 384: “De Lavinia Fontana, hija de Próspero Fontana, pintor famoso en 
Bolonia, tenemos de su misma mano […] aquella historia de Nuestra Señora con el Niño dormido 
[…]; pintura tan alegre y hermosa y de tan buen colorido y tan llena de dulzura, que nunca se 
hartan de verla, y con haber en aquella pieza tantas y tan valientes pinturas, esta sola se lleva los 
ojos y enamora, especialmente a la gente ordinaria. Las cosas de Lavinia se estiman en toda Italia, 
que aunque no tengan la valentía de esos grandes hombres, por ser cosa de mujer […] se hace con 
gran razón mucha cuenta de ellas.” Sigüenza’s passage is almost an exact quotation of several 
Italian treatises. See Sohm, “Gendered Style,” 801, n. 127. 
 
37 That Spaniards preferred this kind of painting at the turn of the century is also manifested in a 
series of documents regarding a group of Florentine paintings the Grand Duke Ferdinand I de 
Medici ordered as state gifts for three influential Spanish noble women: the Marquise of Denia, 
the Marquise del Valle, and the Duchess of Alba. Recalling Sigüenza’s language, these letters 
suggest that these women preferred “beautiful faces, strong relief, and not too much art.” See  
Edward L. Goldberg, “Circa 1600: Spanish Values and Tuscan Painting,” Renaissance Quarterly, 
51.3 (1998): 921. 
 
38 Ignacio Navarrete, Orphans of Petrarch: Poetry and Theory in the Spanish Renaissance 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 15. 
 
39 For this idea see especially J.H. Elliot, “Self-Perception and Decline in Early-Seventeenth-
Century Spain,” Past and Present 74 (1977): 41-61. Reprinted in Elliot, Spain and its World 
1500-1700 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 241-262. 
 
40 It is paradoxical that, according to most contemporary historians, the central cause of Spain’s 
decline in the seventeenth century would be precisely the burden of the war. See M.D. Gordon, 
“Morality, Reform, and the Empire in Seventeenth-Century Spain,” Il Pensiero Politico 11.1 
(1978): 18. 
 
41 For, instance with propagandistic publications that exalted the armas de España, such as Juan 
de Caramuel, Declaración mística de las armas de España, invictamente belicosas (1636), and 
with pictorial projects such as the battle paintings for the Hall of Realms in the Buen Retiro 
Palace, in 1635. For a discussion of Caramuel see Inmaculada Rodríguez and Víctor Mínguez, 
“Symbolical Explanation of the Coats of Arms According to Juan de Caramuel (1636),” 
Emblematica 16 (2008): 223-252. For a discussion of the battle paintings at the Buen Retiro see: 
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Jonathan Brown and John H. Elliott, A Palace for a King: The Buen Retiro and the Court of 
Philip IV, 2nd ed. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), 170-185; and José 
Álvarez Lopera, “The Hall of Realms: The State of Knowledge and a Reassessment,” Paintings 
for the Planet King. Philip IV and the Buen Retiro Palace, Andrés Úbeda de los Cobos ed. 
(Madrid: Museo Nacional del Prado, 2005), 9-34. 
 
42 See Marcos de Irala, Cuerpo enfermo de la milicia española con discursos y avisos para que 
pueda ser curado, útiles y de provecho, 1594; and Sancho de Londoño, Discurso sobre la forma 
de reducir la disciplina militar a mejor y antiguo estado, 1589. For a discussion of the arbitristas 
see: Gordon, “Morality, Reform, and the Empire,” 3-19. 
 
43 As Gordon, “Morality, Reform, and the Empire,” 15, suggests: “The age of the Reconquista 
was, to the arbitristas, the era in which the purity and moral strength so characteristic of 
Spaniards reached its fullest expression.” That this notion was already at play by the end of the 
reconquest itself is suggested in Roger Boase, The Troubadour Revival: A Study of Social Change 
and Traditionalism in Late Medieval Spain (London: Routledge, 1978), 113-114. 
 
44 See Lorraine Whit, “Spain’s Early Modern Soldiers: Origins, Motivation, and Loyalty,” War 
and Society 19.2 (2001): 25, 26. 
 
45 For a recent account of these issues see Elizabeth A. Lehfeldt, “Ideal Men: Masculinity and 
Decline in Seventeenth-Century Spain,” Renaissance Quarterly 61.2 (2008): 463-494. 
 
46 For a discussion of valentía in the context of chivalric literature see José Fernando Martín, 
“Sobre caballeros y otras masculinidades descaballadas,” diss., U of California at Irvine, 1998, 
esp. 203-231. 
 
47 In Universal vocabulario en latín y en romance, collegido por el cronista, from 1490, Alfonso 
de Palencia proposes brave, strong and skillful (valiente, fuerte y diestro) as synonymous of the 
Latin vividus. As mentioned in Fernando García Salinero, Diccionario de alarifes de los Siglos de 
Oro (Madrid: Real Academia Española, 1968), 235. Moreover, although Sebastián de 
Covarrubias does not include the term “valiente” in his Tesoro de la lengua castellana (1611), he 
defines “skillfull” (diestro) as: “the one who is good and skillful with arms: and in any other 
exercise or act we call “skillful” the one who is an expert and skillfully executes [his art].” In the 
Spanish version: “Comúnmente se toma por aquel que juega bien las armas, y con destreza: y en 
cualquier otro exercicio, o acto aquel llamamos diestro que está experto, y es liberal y mañoso en 
exercerle.” See Sebastián de Covarrubias Horozco, Tesoro de la lengua castellana o española, 
ed. Ignacio Arellano and Rafael Zafra (Universidad de Navarra: Editorial Iberoamericana, 2006), 
708. 
 
48 Himself a disenchanted soldier, Cervantes portrays precisely this kind of old-fashioned hero in 
his masterpiece, Don Quixote, which constitutes a moral journey in which war becomes the 
means to achieve virtue and true nobility. These issues are discussed in the classic work of José 
Antonio Maravall, El humanismo de las armas en Don Quijote (Madrid: Instituto de Estudios 
Políticos, 1948). 
 
49 For these opinions see Peñalosa y Mondragón, Libro de las 5 excelencias, 86. See also: 
Bernabé Moreno de Vargas, Discursos de la nobleza de España (Madrid: Antonio del Ribero 
Rodríguez, 1659).    
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50 This is interesting, especially when we learn that one of the obligations of artists (because of 
their status as artisans) was to pay taxes that were specifically intended to help in military 
campaigns, as well as to serve military service. See Karin Hellwig, “Art Politics, Art Production, 
and Artists’s Daily Lives at the Time of the Thirty Years’ War in Spain,” in 1648: War and 
Peace in Europe, vol. 2, eds. Klaus Bussmann and Heinz Schilling (Münster: Westfälisches 
Landesmuseum für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte Münster, 1998), 89. As Hellwig, 89-90, notes, 
artists “repeatedly resisted the initiatives of the court to obligate them to military service,” even 
when they “used (war) as an argument in their petitions for state support for their education.”   
 
51 Francisco Pacheco, El Arte de la pintura (1649), ed. Bonaventura Bassegoda y Hugas (Madrid: 
Cátedra, 1990), 344: “Es la parte que tiene más dificultad de vencer, antes no tiene la pintura en 
rigor (si así se puede decir) otra dificultad; en la cual es menester grande perseverancia y 
fortaleza. Es con quien los grandes gigantes pelean toda la vida, sin que les sea permitido soltar 
por breve tiempo las armas de las manos. Es cosa en que los más valientes hallan siempre 
repugnancia y resistencia (my emphasis).”  
 
52 Carducho, Diálogos, 172: “Acuerdome aver leido, que el Magno Alexandro pidio al famoso 
Apeles le pintase un soldado valiente y esforzado, fiando de él el modo; Apeles pintó un gallardo 
mancebo, echado en una blanda y deleitosa cama, toda bordada y adornada de grandes riquezas, y 
sobre un bufete coronas y palmas, e instrumentos músicos y otras cosas de gusto y deleite: 
Viendo la pintura el Macedonio desconoció el pensamiento, porque esperaba ver un robusto y 
feroz aspecto vestido de corazas fuertes, con la lanza en la mano, espada ceñida, y embrazado el 
pavés, mostrando terror y furia: y preguntando la causa de averlo pintado en aquella forma, le 
respondio el advertido Artifice: Señor, no he pintado los trabajos y adversidades que pasa el que 
milita valiente y esforzado en la guerra, sino el premio que se le debe despues al que con valentia 
y valor perseverare en ellos.” 
 
53 For a detailed discussion of this engraving see George Kubler, “Vicente Carducho’s Allegories 
of Painting,” Art Bulletin 47.4 (1965): 441. 
 
54 About the complex notions of nobility and hidalguía in seventeenth century-Spain see M. 
Herrero García, “Ideología española del siglo XVII. La nobleza,” Revista de Filología Española 
14 (1927): 33-58, 165-175; José Antonio Maravall, Poder, honor y élites en el siglo XVII 
(Madrid: Siglo XXI, 1979); and more recently, I. A. A. Thompson, “Neo-Noble Nobility: 
Concepts of hidalguía in Early Modern Castile,” European History Quarterly 15 (1985): 379-
406. 
 
55 As Lehfeldt, “Ideal Men,” 472, notes: “But this nostalgic model could not solve the problems at 
the heart of Spain’s decline in this period. The discourse, however vigorously advocated, did not 
work.”  
 
56 See, for instance, Peñalosa y Mondragón, Libro de las 5 excelencias, 58. 
 
57 For example, in 1524, López de Palacios Rubios dedicated a whole treatise to this issue in his 
Tratado del esfuerzo bélico heroico. About the issue of moderation see Lehfeldt, “Ideal Men,” 
477. 
 
58 Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quijote de la Mancha, ed. Francisco Rico (Madrid: Real Academia 
Española, 2004), II: 17, 678-679: “valentía […] es una virtud que está puesta entre dos extremos 
viciosos, como son la cobardía y la temeridad; pero menos mal será que el que es valiente toque y 
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suba al punto de temerario que no que baje y toque en el punto de cobarde.” The sentence appears 
in the second part of Don Quixote, at the end of chapter XVII. 
 
59 For example, in the Tesoro de la lengua, 224, Sebastián de Covarrubias defines “arte” as: “toda 
cosa que […] lleva su orden, razón, y concierto.”  
 
60 Sigüenza, Fundación, 245: “Estas son las 8 Estaciones y cuadros que están en el Claustro alto 
de nuestro español Mudo [...] Y al fin son, al parecer de todos, los que guardan mejor el decoro, 
sin que la excelencia del arte padezca, sobre cuantas nos han venido de Italia, y verdaderamente 
son imágenes de devoción donde se puede y aun da gana de rezar; que en esto muchos que son 
tenidos por valientes, hay grande descuido, por el demasiado cuidado de mostrar el arte.”  
 
61 In particular, Sigüenza calls the painter the new Timantes, who rose above his contemporaries 
precisely for the decorum and piety of his works. See Sigüenza, Fundación, 385: “y si él 
(Navarrete) no se nos acabara tan presto, dejara en esta casa y en España singulares monumentos 
de su ingenio que le pregonaran por otro nuevo Timantes, que tuvo singular gracia en guardar 
gravedad y decoro en sus pinturas, en lo que dicen tuvo aquel antiguo pintor excelente sobre los 
famosos de su siglo.” As Rosemarie Mulcahy has noted, Navarrete was the Spanish artist who 
better interpreted the Counter-Reformation values, piety, devotion and decorum Philip II 
expected. See Mulcahy, Juan Fernandez de Navarrete, xiii.  
 
62 Sigüenza, Fundación, 381: “Los pintores de Italia, aun los muy prudentes, no han tenido tanta 
atención al decoro como a mostrar la valentía de su dibujo.” 
 
63 Pacheco, Arte, 558: “Finalmente, advirtamos otra vez, por despedida, la grande obligación que 
corre a los pintores de pintar las imágenes con devoción, pues, quien lo considere atentamente, 
verá que casi todas las imagenes que el cielo ha señalado con maravillas y milagros tienen más de 
santidad y devoción que de valentía y fuerza del arte.” 
 
64 About sprezzatura in Castiglione see Eduardo Saccone, “Grazia, Sprezzatura, Affetazione in 
the Courtier,” in Castiglione: The Ideal and the Real in Renaissance Culture, ed. Robert W. 
Hanning and David Rosand (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 45-67. 
 
65 Although Castiglione’s Courtier, almost immediately translated into Spanish, had a great 
influence in Spanish courtly culture, it seems to me that the meanings advanced by Sigüenza are 
rather different. Nonetheless, Spanish reformers also made reference to this concept to warn 
against affectation. For a discussion of this connotation of sprezzatura in Spain see Lehfeldt, 
“Ideal Men,” 471-472. For an alternative reading of sprezzatura as modesty see Jennifer 
Richards, “Assumed Simplicity and the Critique of Nobility: Or, How Castiglione Read Cicero,” 
Renaissance Quarterly 54.2 (2001): 460-486. 
 
66 José Antonio Maravall, Antiguos y modernos: La idea de progreso en el desarrollo inicial de 
una sociedad (Madrid: Sociedad de Estudios y Publicaciones, 1966), 25-112. 
 
67 The bibliography on Gracián is very extensive. Nicholas Spadaccini and Jenaro Talens, ed. 
Rhetoric and Politics: Baltasar Gracián and the New World Order (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1997), offers a compilation of essays with new approaches to Gracián’s 
writings. Scholarship on El Héroe, which is the book which concerns us here, is less extensive 
than that of Gracián’s later works. For a useful introduction to this work see María Carmen Marín 
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Pina, “El Héroe,” in Baltasar Gracián: Estado de la cuestion y nuevas perspectivas (Zaragoza: 
Institución “Fernando el Católico,” 2001), 33-45.  
 
68 Baltasar Gracián, El Héroe, in El Héroe. Oráculo manual y arte de prudencia, Antonio Bernat 
Vistarini and Abraham Madroñal, eds. (Madrid: Castalia, 2003), Primor VI, 97: “Grande 
excelencia es una intensa singularidad, cifrar toda una categoría y equivalerla.” As translated in 
Svetlana Alpers, Vexations of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 158.  
 
69 Gracián, Héroe, Primor VII, 103: “Vio el otro galante pintor que le habían cogido la delantera 
el Ticiano, Rafael y otros; estaba más viva la fama cuando muertos ellos. Valiose de su invencible 
inventiva, dio en pintar a lo valentón; objetáronle algunos el no pintar a lo suave y pulido, en que 
podía emular al Ticiano, y satisfizo galantemente que quería más ser primero en aquella grosería 
que segundo en la delicadeza.” Based on translations from A Pocket Mirror for Héroes, trans. 
Christopher Maurer (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 25-26 and McKim-Smith, Examining 
Velázquez, 25. For a study on the similarities between the arts of Gracián, Velázquez, and 
Calderón de la Barca see: Thomas S. Acker, The Baroque Vortex: Velázquez, Calderón, and 
Gracián under Philip IV (New York: Peter Lang, 2000). 
 
70 Sigüenza, Fundación, 388: “Conoció tener gran natural para la pintura, y que, por mucho que 
hiciese, le habían de ir delante Alberto Durero, Michael Angel, Urbino y otros; hizo un camino 
Nuevo, con que los otros fuesen tras él y él no tras ninguno, y volviese los ojos de todos a sí; una 
pintura como de burla y macarrónica, poniendo en medio de aquellas burlas muchos primores y 
extrañezas, así en la invención como en la ejecución y pintura, descubriendo algunas veces cuánto 
valía en aquel arte, como también hacía Cocayo hablando de veras.” Also noted in Tiffany, 
“Interpreting Velázquez,” 67-68.    
 
71 Quoted in Tiffany, “Interpreting Velázquez,” 67. 
 
72 It is interesting to note that, as we know from an autograph manuscript of the work, Gracián 
originally used “a lo grueso, con valentía,” but changed it for “a lo valentón” in the version which 
went to print. See José Antonio Maravall, Velázquez y el espíritu de la modernidad (Madrid: 
Guadarrama, 1960), 79. 
 
73 According to the later Diccionario de Autoridades, 416, another meaning of valiente is: “big or 
excessive” (Se toma también por grande ù excesivo) and “the same as valentón” (se toma también 
por lo mismo que valentón, o baladrón). The same dictionary, 413, defines valentón as: “the 
arrogant, or the one who boasts being handsome or courageous” (el arrogante, o que se jacta de 
guapo o de valiente).   
 
74 That the soldier had become a debased and even comical figure can be inferred from the 
existence of the Dominguillo, a sort of soldier-like puppet that was used in popular festivities, and 
that Santiago Covarrubias described in his Tesoro de la lengua castellana. See Fernando R. de la 
Flor, “Mística de las Armas de España. El simbolismo de la violencia militar barroca,” in Utopía. 
Los espacios imposibles, by Rosa García Gutiérrez et al. (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2003), 300. 
Covarrubias, Tesoro, 724,  defines this figure within the entry for Domingo: “Dominguillo, es 
cierta figura de soldado desarrapado, hecho de andrajos y embutido en paja, al cual ponen en la 
plaza con una lancilla o garrocha, para que el toro se cebe en él y le levante en los cuernos 
peloteándole.”  
 
 68 
                                                                                                                                            
75 Cervantes includes precisely this kind of valentón soldier in two of his most famous sonnets: 
“Al túmulo del rey Felipe II en Sevilla,” and “A un valentón.” More particularly, in “Al túmulo 
del rey Felipe II en Sevilla,” the soldier, unable to control his words and actions, is characterized 
as “incontinente.” For a discussion of the meanings of “incontinente” in this particular sonnet see 
Eric C. Graf, “Escritor/Excretor: Cervantes’s “Humanism” on Philip II’s Tomb,” Cervantes: 
Bulletin of the Cervantes Society of America 19.1 (1999): 86. 
 
76 Covarrubias uses the term valentón as synonymous for arrufaldado, within the entry for 
“rufián:” “el que hace demostración de rufián o valiente; por término propio valentón.” See 
Covarrubias, Tesoro, 1418. I wish to thank Javier Irigoyen for bringing my attention to this entry. 
 
77 Once again, gender connotations are implied in this assertion. Construed as a masculine and 
virile artist, Velázquez is not afraid of exposing his forceful brushstroke, rather than hiding it 
under the soft, polished, and delicate style Gracián ascribes to Titian. 
 
78 For example, Gracián’s hero has often been described as a “heroic artifice,” a purely artificial 
construction that is based on the display of wit. See Marín Pina, “El Héroe,” 37.  
 
79 See Harry Berger, Fictions of the Pose: Rembrandt against the Italian Renaissance (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2000), 100-101. 
 
80 I am borrowing the expression “absence of grace” from Harry Berger. The Absence of Grace: 
Sprezzatura and Suspicion in Two Renaissance Courtesy Books (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2000).  
 
81 See Anthoni J. Cascardi, Ideologies of History in the Spanish Golden Age (Pennsylvania: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 144. 
 
82 As suggested in Alpers, Vexations of Art, 159. As Alpers, 158, succintly puts it: “Gracián 
promotes (singularity) as a way to cope with the loss of assurance previously offered by 
hereditary nobility.” 
 
83 Although it has been sometimes suggested that this passage refers to the realistic manner of 
Velázquez’s early bodegones, I believe it should be better understood as referring to Velázquez’s 
brushwork. For an interpretation of this passage as referring to Velázquez’s bodegones see Ángel 
Vegue Goldoni, “Un lugar común en la historia del arte español: el cambio de estilo en Ticiano, 
Navarrete, el Greco y Velázquez,” Archivo español de arte y arqueología, 4.10 (1928): 57. The 
suggestion could be supported by the fact that Gracián could have written El Héroe in his youth 
and left it unpublished until 1637, before Velázquez’s change of style. It has also been suggested 
that Gracián’s painter could be Caravaggio himself. See Tanya J. Tiffany, “Interpreting 
Velázquez: Artistic Innovation and Painted Devotion in Seventeenth-Century Seville,” diss., John 
Hopkins University, 2003, 100, n. 51.  
 For an interpretation of this passage as “brushwork” see McKim-Smith, Examining 
Velázquez, 25. As McKim-Smith explains, Gracián’s passage, assumed to refer to a Spanish 
painter (and possibly Velázquez), adopts a trope that had been repeatedly used in Spanish 
writings to refer to Titian’s “borrones,” or freely applied dubs of paint. Ibid, 24, indicates that 
“Spaniards perceived (Titian) as a deliberate revolutionary who redefined the art of painting, an 
artist of courage, daring, and originality. Coming ultimately from classical antiquity, and common 
coin since Vasari’s treatment of Titian, the daring artist who breaks with his master was 
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becoming yet another trope, and Titian’s remaking of pictorial style is remarked by various 
Spanish writers, including Carducho, Gracián, and Fray Jerónimo de San José.”  
 
84 Quoted in Giles Knox, The Late Paintings of Velázquez: Theorizing Painterly Performance 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009), 12. 
 
85 See Knox, Late Paintings of Velázquez, 2. 
 
86 See Knox, Late Paintings of Velázquez, 1. See ibid, 3, for a discussion of Velázquez’s change 
of style, from his more polished, Caravaggesque early works (1620s), to his more Titianesque 
brushwork in the 1630s. In Velázquez Painter and Courtier (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1986), 105, Jonathan Brown situates this change after Velázquez’s first trip to Italy, especially in 
works such as Pablo de Valladolid (c. 1634). Brown also suggests that “Velázquez’s first essays 
in an independent mode of painting occur after his return from Italy in 1631, suggesting that he 
had spent his time there not only in assimilating the classical manner, but also in discovering its 
limitations for representing the visible world in a more direct, unaffected way.”  
 
87 In Vexations of Art, 157, Alpers suggests that these two Aragonese writers were part of the 
same intellectual circle of Gracián, who was also from the same region. For more information 
about these writers and their relationship to Velázquez see Alpers, ibid, 157-159; Julián Gallego, 
“Velázquez y Aragón,” in Velázquez y el arte de su tiempo (Madrid: Alpuerto, 1991), 78; and 
McKim-Smith, Examining Velázquez, 50. 
 
88 Largely based on the translation provided in McKim-Smith, Examining Velázquez, 17. The 
original Spanish is reprinted in Gallego, “Velázquez y Aragón,” 78: “El primor consiste en pocas 
pinceladas, obrar mucho, no porque las pocas no cuesten, sino que se ejecuten con libertad, que el 
estudio parezca acaso, y no afectación. Este modo galantísimo hace hoy famoso Diego Velázquez 
[…] pues, con sutil destreza, en pocos golpes muestra cuanto puede el arte, el desahogo y la 
ejecución pronta.” The passage was originally included in Juan Francisco Andrés Uztarroz, 
Obelisco Histórico i Honorario que la Imperial Ciudad de Zaragoza erigió a la inmortal 
memoria del Serenísimo Señor Don Baltasar Carlos de Austria, Príncipe de las Españas, 1646.  
 
89 Translated in McKim-Smith, Examining Velázquez, 50. The original Spanish reprinted in ibid, 
141, n. 47, 49: “Alberto Durero, Luca de Holanda, Juan Belino, con otros muchos, obraron por 
aquel camino tan acabado, que pusieron en aquel último confín aquella manera y consiguieron 
aplauso merecido siguiendo su genio e inclinación. Tiziano, Basano, Pablo Veronés y Tintoretto 
dieron por la contraria, haciendo sus obras tan resolutas, que parece negaron con ellas el aplauso 
de los otros, por verse en sus obras una cierta expedición, apta a mayor grandeza […] Esto no se 
estudia, solo lo hace cierta resolución que nace del ánimo géneroso.” The passage was originally 
included in Jusepe Martínez’s Discursos practicables del nobilísimo arte de la pintura, probably 
written in 1673 but not published until 1854. 
 
90 Alpers, Vexations of Art, 157-158. It has been often suggested that Velázquez assimilated 
certain categories of courtly behaviour in his manner of painting. For example, according to 
Palomino, Velázquez used long-handled brushes, a technique that has been interpreted as a 
purposeful demonstration of the artist’s diatnce from the physical mass of paint, and hence from 
the most mechanical aspects of painting. For a discussion of these issues see, for instance, 
Andreas Prater, Venus at her Mirror: Velázquez and the Art of Nude Painting (Munich: Prestel, 
2002), 87-88. 
 
 70 
                                                                                                                                            
91 Interestingly, as Philip Sohm has noted, within the Italian context, and in Boschini’s writings in 
particular, painterly brushwork was also “often conveyed with terms denoting masculine vigor 
and aggression: ardito, botte, bravura, colpato, franco, furioso, pugnato, schermendo, sfodrando. 
Only Boschini seems to have been conscious of this fact: “The brush is manly.” See Pittoresco: 
Marco Boschini, his Critics and their Critiques of Painterly Brushwork in Seventeenth-and 
Eighteenth-Century Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 59. 
 
92 Knox, Late Paintings of Velázquez, 1, xi. Ibid, 8, also brings attention to the fact that visible 
brushstroke could serve as a reminder of painting’s mechanical nature. 
 
93 Richard Spear, “Di sua mano,” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome. Supplementary 
Volumes 1 (2002), 88: “The dramatic rise in appreciation of artistic “genius” in the sense of 
enthusiasm, fantasia and “divine furor,” during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; and the 
concomitant strengthening of a taste for spontaneous execution, introduces a fourth, obvious 
significance of mano, namely brushwork and finish. Like handwriting, distinctive brushwork calls 
attention to the artist’s individuality.”  
 
94 Spear, “Di sua mano,” 90. 
 
95 Translated  in Spear, “Di sua mano,” 90. The Spanish original in Carducho, Diálogos, 384: “El 
perito pintor haze los rasguños, ó esquicios, y estudia cada parte de por si, que despues lo junta 
todo en dibujo, o carton acabado, y compuesto cientificamente. Este, y los demas dibujos entrega 
al oficial, y pasa los perfiles, ó dibuja con quatricula sobre el lienzo, ó pared, y le bosqueja, y 
mete de colores, que llaman acabar ó empastar, acudiendo el Maestro cuidadoso a ver y corregir, 
y advertir de palabra, y con los pinceles lo que yerra, quando no se ajusta con lo dibujado (que 
esto llaman corromper los perfiles): y despues que el oficial lo dexa por acabado, el Maestro lo 
buelve a retocar, y perficionar, que es lo ultimo, y aquello fino, que le da el alma, y adonde se 
conoce lo magisterioso, en los golpes y pinzeladas.”  
 
96 In relation to Spanish drawings from this period, Zahira Véliz has noted that during the first 
half of the seventeenth century the appeal of expressive gesture and chiaroscuro was starting to 
replace the traditional admiration for the beauty of finish and proportion. See Zahira Véliz, 
“Aspects of Drawing and Painting in Seventeenth-Century Spanish Treatises,” in Looking 
Through Paintings: The Study of Painting Techniques and Materials in Support of Art Historical 
Research, ed. Erma Hermens (Baarn: de Prom; London: Archetype, 1998), 295. Véliz, 298, 
proposes this change to have been prompted by the increasing acceptance of the painterly style of 
Titian, who provided an authorized model of “free brushwork.” For this idea see especially 
McKim-Smith, Examining Velázquez, 24. According to Véliz, 313, the embrace of painterly 
brushwork in the Spanish context could also respond to the prevalence of Baltasar Gracián’s 
conceptismo, a literary aesthetic that advocated brevity and conciseness of meaning, as opposed 
to elaborate artifice. However, Gracián’s use of the word valentón seems to surpass the meanings 
of brevity or even spontaneity that could be associated with conceptismo. Véliz, 317, n. 70 also 
suggests that “Valentía in this context suggests painting that is assuraned, imaginative, 
efficacious, spirited. To paint ‘a lo valentón” is to elevate “valentía” to a heroic level.” Building 
upon Véliz’s suggestion, my own view stresses the idea of how these qualities are “revealed” or 
“exposed” in the canvas. 
 
97 Fragment from Pacheco’s sonnet to Velázquez: “A Diego de Silva Velásquez, pintor de nuestro 
católico Rey Filipo IV, habiendo pintado su retrato a caballo, le ofreció su suegro, Francisco 
Pacheco, estando en Madrid, este soneto,” included in Pacheco, Arte, 212, v. 1-4.  
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98 Velázquez’s Mars (1640-42) has been sometimes read as a criticism to the military decline of 
Spain. For a summary of these readings see Oliver Noble Wood, “Mars Recontextualized in the 
Golden Age of Spain: Psychological and Aesthetic Readings of Velázquez’s Marte,” in Rewriting 
Classical Mythology in the Hispanic Baroque, ed. Isabel Torres (Woodbridge, UK: Támesis, 
2007), 144-145. For another example of this kind of reading see also Braden Frieder, “Telling the 
Truth in Baroque Spain: Past and Present in the Jester Portraits of Velázquez,” Discoveries 21.2 
(2004): 5-6, 14-18. 
 
99 For a thorough analysis of these functions see L.P. Wright, “The Military Orders in Sixteenth 
and Seventeenth Century Spanish Society: The Institutional Embodiment of a Historical 
Tradition,” Past and Present 43 (1969): 34-70. 
 
100 The anxieties that the quantity of knights caused in the rest of the population are expressed in 
Peñalosa y Mondragón, Las cinco excelencias, 107, in which the author complains about the fact 
that, with an increasing number of knights of Santiago, everyone without a hábito could be 
suspect of having impure blood. The immediate change of status someone attained in the public 
eye by wearing the Santiago hábito is ironically portrayed in one of the episodes of Alonso 
Jerónimo Salas Barbadillo, El caballero puntual y Los prodigios del amor (1614). Obras de 
Alonso Jerónimo de Salas Barbadillo, vol. 2 (Madrid: Tipografia de la “Revista Archivos,” 
1909), 51. 
 
101 For a discussion of the process of Velázquez’s knighthood see Brown, Images and Ideas, 104-
109. 
 
102 Brown, Images and Ideas, 109. 
 
103 In fact, while in most cases, petitions to become a knight were granted in terms of wealth or 
lineage, Velázquez’s petition was instigated by the king in terms of the artist’s personal service to 
him. The exceptionality of Velázquez’s case is pointed out in Wright, “The Military Orders,” 62-
63. In this sense, Brown’s suggestion (Images and Ideas, 110) that Philip IV “completed” the 
meaning of the painting by adding the cross of Santiago acquires a new significance.  
 
104 Alpers, Vexations of Art, 154, discusses the issue of Velázquez’s “singularity” in relation to 
the Spinners. Ibid suggests that “singularity is a feature of Velázquez’s paintings.” 
 
105 Quoted in Knox, Late Paintings of Velázquez, 120. 
 
106 Palomino, Museo, 508. 
 
107 Palomino, Museo, 508: “faltan palabras para explicar su mucha gracia, viveza y hermosura 
(there are no words to describe [the painting’s] grace, liveliness and beauty).” Ibid, 510: “Pudiera 
decir Velazquez, á no ser mas modesto, de esta pintura […] que mas facil seria envidiarla que 
imitarla (it would be easier to envy (this painting) than to imitate it).” Ibid: “(Lucas Jordan) dixo: 
Señor, esta es la Teología de la Pintura: queriendo dar á entender, que así como la Teología es la 
superior de las Sciencias, así aquel quadro era lo superior de la Pintura (as Lucas Jordan said 
when he saw the painting, “is the theology of painting, by which he meant that just as theology 
was the most superior of sciences, so [Las Meninas] was the superior in painting)”. 
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108 See Fernando Marías, “El género de Las Meninas: los servicios de la familia,” in Otras 
Meninas, ed. Fernando Marías (Madrid: Siruela, 1995), 253. Marías, 253-254, also observes that 
Velázquez himself used the term “capricho nuevo” to describe two works by Verones and 
Tintoretto he placed in the Escorial. These descriptions were recounted by Francisco de los 
Santos in his Descripción breve del monasterio de San Lorenzo de El Escorial (1657). 
Carducho’s definition of capricho appears within his discussion of “pintura practica regular y 
cientifica” in Diálogos, 157-158: “Los tales son comparados a las cabras, porque van por los 
caminos de la dificultad, inventando nuevos conceptos, y pensando altamente, fuera de los usados 
y comunes, por sendas nuevas, buscan por montes y valles, a costa de mucho trabajo, nuevo pasto 
con que alimentarse; lo que no haze la oveja, que siempre sigue al manso, a quien son 
comparados los copiadores. De ai se tomó el frasis de llamar al pensamiento nuevo del Pintor, 
Capricho.” As Serraller notes in ibid, 158, n. 453,  this passage is based on F. Zuccaro’s Idea 
de’Pittori, Scultori, et Architetti (1607).   
 
109 Marías, “El género de Las Meninas,” 254. 
 
110 For this kind of interpretation see Knox, Late Paintings of Velázquez, 147-148. Knox, 119, 
nonetheless concludes that with Las Meninas, Velázquez “sought to elevate portraiture within the 
hierarchy of genres, suggesting its equivalence or even superiority to history painting.” The 
identification of the painting’s genre has been indeed a much debated issue since the seventeenth 
century. For example, whereas seventeenth century descriptions of the work emphasized the 
painting to be a portrait of the infanta (Juan Bautista Martínez del Mazo) or a self-portrait (Felix 
da Costa), 18th century descriptions deviated from this assumption. Palomino called the painting a 
“capricho nuevo,” and in his Viage de España (1782), Antonio Ponz labeled it a “historiated 
picture.” For a summary of seventeenth century interpretations see Knox, Late Paintings of 
Velázquez, 120; Ponz’s description is noted in Stratton-Pruit, “Las Meninas,” 125. 
 Modern scholarship has also offered different interpretations of the genre of Las 
Meninas. Thus, although it is generally accepted that Las Meninas is a portrait, it has also been 
recognized that, by integrating a certain narrative, it breaks the boundaries of the conventional 
portrait. See, for example, Marías, “El género de Las Meninas,” 256. It would be interesting to 
consider Las Meninas as incorporating some conventions of Velázquez’s early bodegones, 
especially through the inclusion of the highly detailed búcaro (earthenware water jug) María 
Agustina Sarmiento, menina of the queen, is offering to the Infanta Margarita. Such inclusion 
could recall the role paintings such as the Waterseller of Seville played in advancing Velázquez’s 
early preeminence at court. For readings of the Waterseller as a self-conscious “novelty” see 
Zahira Véliz, “Velázquez’s Early Techniques,” in Velázquez in Seville, ed. Michael Clarke 
(Edinburgh: National Gallery of Scotland, 1996), 84; and Tiffany, “Interpreting Velázquez,” 89. 
Attention to this búcaro has been paid in terms of the social significance of this object during this 
period. For a discussion of the búcaro in terms of the contemporary custom of eating this kind of 
clay among the Spanish elite see Natacha Seseña, “El búcaro de Las Meninas,” in Velázquez y el 
arte de su tiempo, as cited above, 39-48. For a very recent discussion of this object in terms of 
post-colonial theory see Bryon Ellsworth Hamann, “Interventions: The Mirrors of Las Meninas: 
Cochineal, Silver, and Clay,” Art Bulletin   92. 1-2 (2010): 6-35. 
 
111 As translated in Jonathan Brown and Robert Engass, Italy and Spain, 1600-1750: Sources and 
Documents (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1970), 183. The Spanish original in Palomino, 
Museo, 481: “Las que causaban á su vista mayor armonía eran las de Luis Tristan, discípulo de 
Dominico Greco, pintor de Toledo, por tener rumbo semejante á su humor, por lo estraño del 
pensar, y viveza de los conceptos, y por esta causa se declaró imitador suyo, y dexó de seguir la 
manera de su maestro, habiendo conocido muy desde el principio no convenirle modo de pintar 
 73 
                                                                                                                                            
tan tibio, aunque lleno de erudicion, y dibuxo, por ser contrario á su natural altivo, y aficionado á 
grandeza. Dieronle el nombre de segundo Carabagio, por contrahacer en sus obras el natural 
felizmente, y con tanta propiedad, teniendole delante para todo, y en todo tiempo. En los retratos 
imitó á Dominico Greco, porque sus cabezas en su estimacion nunca podian ser bastantemente 
celebradas.” 
 
112 For, example, Pacheco, Arte, 349, describes el Greco as “singular:” “Preguntando yo a 
Dominico Greco el año de 1611, ¿cuál era más difícil el debuxo o el colorido? me respondiese 
que el colorido. Y no es tanto de maravillar como oírle hablar con tan poco aprecio de Micael 
Angel (siendo el padre de la pintura) diciendo que era un buen hombre y que no supo pintar. Si 
bien a quien comunicó este sugeto, no le parecerá nuevo el apartarse del sentimiento común de 
los demás artífices, por ser en todo singular, como lo fue en la pintura.” Throughout the 
seventeenth century Caravaggio was seen as the “destroyer” of painting. In one of the first 
published manifestations of this opinion, Carducho called him “Anti-Christ of painting.” See 
Diálogos, 270-271. Similar ideas appeared later in Giovanni Baglione, Le vite de’ pittori, scultori, 
et architetti  (1642), and most famously in Andre Felibien, Entretiens sur les vies et sur les 
ouvrages des plus excellens peintres anciens et moderns (1666-1688). 
 
113 Translation largely based upon that provided in Tiffany, “Interpreting Velázquez,“ 66. The 
original Spanish in Palomino, Parnaso español, 480: “A este tono eran todas las cosas que hacia 
en aquel tiempo nuestro Velazquez, por diferenciarse de todos, y seguir nuevo rumbo: 
conociendo que le habian cogido el barlovento el Ticiano, Alberto, Rafael, y otros, y que estaba 
mas viva la fama, quando muertos ellos, valiose de su  caprichosa inventiva, dando en pintar 
cosas rústicas á lo valenton, con luces, y colores estrañas. Objetaronle algunos el no pintar con 
suavidad, y hermosura asuntos de mas seriedad, en que podia emular á Rafael de Urbino, y 
satisfizo galantemente diciendo: Que mas queria ser primero en aquella grosería, que segundo en 
la delicadeza.”   
 
114 As noted in Véliz, “Aspects of Drawing,” 311. 
 
115 In other words, in Palomino’s passage valentón does not refer to brushwork but to the ability 
to counterfeit nature.  
 
116 Palomino, Museo, 481: “Compitió Velázquez con Carabagio en la valentía del pintar;” ibid, 
“Diéronle el nombre de segundo Carabagio.”  
 
117 For the most recent revisionist approach to Caravaggio’s impact on Velázquez see especially 
Tiffany, “Interpreting Velázquez,” 54, 73. Earlier attempts to establish the relevance of 
Caravaggio in Spanish artistic theory and practice can be found in Emily Umberger, “Velázquez 
and Naturalism I: Interpreting Los Borrachos,” Res 24 (1993), 21-43, and Chiara Gauna, “Giudizi 
e polemiche intorno a Caravaggio e Tiziano nei trattati d’arte spagnoli del XVII secolo: 
Carducho, Pacheco e la tradizione artistica italiana,” Ricerche di storia dell’arte  64 (1998): 57-
78. The state of research on this issue is cogently summarized in Tiffany, ibid, 71-76.   
 
118 Full passage translated in Engass and Brown, Italy and Spain, 173-174: “In our times, 
Michelangelo da Caravaggio arose in Rome with a new dish, prepared with such a rich, succulent 
sauce that it has made gluttons of some painters, who I fear will suffer apoplexy in the true 
doctrine. They don't even stop stuffing themselves long enough to see that the fire of his talent is 
so powerful...that they may not be able to digest the impetuous, unheard-of, and outrageous 
technique of painting without any preparation.” The Spanish original in Carducho, Diálogos, 270-
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271: “En nuestros tiempos se levantó en Roma Michael Angelo de Carabaggio, en el Pontificado 
del Papa Clemente VIII con nuevo plato, con tal modo y salsa guisado, con tanto sabor, apetito y 
gusto, que pienso se ha llevado el de todos con tanta golosina y licencia, que temo en ellos alguna 
apoplexia en la verdadera doctrina.” As Tiffany, “Interpreting Velázquez,” 75, notes, Carducho’s 
Diálogos includes “the first extensive, explicit invective against (Caravaggio) and his followers, 
and contains the first printed condemnation as his purported role as the destroyer of painting.” 
 
119 Pacheco, Arte, 183.  
 
120 Pacheco, Arte, 443: “Pero yo me atengo al natural para todo; y si pudiese tenerlo delante 
siempre y en todo tiempo, no sólo para las cabezas, desnudos, manos y pies, sino también para los 
paños y sedas y todo lo demás, sería lo mejor. Así lo hacía Micael Angelo Caravacho; ya se ve en 
el Crucificamiento de S. Pedro (con ser copias), con cuánta felicidad; así lo hace Jusepe de 
Ribera, pues sus figuras y cabezas entre todas las grandes pinturas que tiene el Duque de Alcalá 
parecen vivas y lo demás, pintado, aunque sea junto a Guido Boloñés (Reni); y mi yerno, que 
sigue este camino, también se ve la diferencia que hace a los demás, por tener siempre delante el 
natural.” 
 
121 Pacheco, Arte, 519: “¿Pues que? ¿Los bodegones no se deben estimar? Claro está que sí, si son 
pintados como mi yerno los pinta alzándose con esta parte sin dexar lugar a otro, y merecen 
estimación grandísima; pues con estos principios y los retratos […] halló la verdadera imitación 
del natural.” 
 
122 Pacheco, Arte, 519: “Cuando las figuras tienen valentía, debuxo y colorido, y parecen vivas, y 
son iguales a las demás cosas del natural que se juntan en estas pinturas […] traen sumo honor al 
artífice.”  
 
123 Pacheco, Arte, 404: “La más importante de las tres partes en que dividimos el colorido es […] 
el RELIEVO […]: digo que es la más importante, porque tal vez se hallará alguna buena pintura 
que caresca de hermosura y de suavidad, que por tener esta parte de la fuerza y relievo, y parecer 
redonda como el bulto y como el natural, y engañar a la vista saliéndose del cuadro, se le 
perdonen las otras dos partes; las cuales no son de tanta obligación como ésta. Porque muchos 
valientes pintores pasaron sin la hermosura y la suavidad, pero no sin el relievo, como el Basan, 
Micael Angelo Caravacho y nuestro español Jusepe de Ribera.”  
 
124 Pacheco, Arte, 406, identifies “relievo” with chiaroscuro in the following passage: “Estas 
luces y sombras puestas con juicio y arte, hacen redondear las figuras y les dan el relievo que se 
pretende. De cual, las que carecen dél parecen pintadas, y se queda plana la superficie. Porque 
quien alcanza esta parte tiene una de las más importantes al pintor. Es esto tanta verdad, que 
vemos a cada paso cómo nos engañan, gloriosamente, las cosas de los valientes pintores en esta 
parte, pareciendo redondas y vivas.”  
 
125 Pacheco, Arte, 407: “que aunque sean grandes pintores en aquella parte, no aspiran a cosas 
mayores, con el gusto y facilidad que hallan en aquella acomodada imitación y así, las repúblicas 
y reyes no se valen dellos en las cosas más honrosas y de mayor majestad y estudios, y no les 
hace mucha falta la hermosura y suavidad, aunque el relievo sí; mas, a los que están obligados a 
pintar ángeles, vírgenes y santos, y sobre todo a Cristo Nuestro Señor y a su Santísima Madre, y 
todas las sagradas historias, bien se ve la suavidad, belleza, decoro y todo lo demás que pertenece 
a los tales artífices.” 
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126 “The painter who finishes/polishes/labors (his paintings) can attain as much force as he wants 
to, as can be seen in the paintings of Leonardo da Vinci and Raphael, which are acabadísimas 
(highly finished/polished) […]. These paintings have the ability to make us belief they are real 
from close up, rather than just from the distance (as pintura de borrones would).” Translated 
from Pacheco, Arte, 417: “Que tenga más relievo que la pintura acabada y dulcemente colorida, 
no hay causa con que se pueda probar (como hemos visto); porque, el que labra puede dar a su 
pintura toda la fuerza que quisiere, como se ve en las pinturas de Leonardo da Vinci, de Rafael de 
Urbino, que son acabadísimas, y en las de nuestro Mase Pedro Campaña, discípulo del mismo 
Rafael, que no sólo de lexos, pero de cerca, nos sucede pensar que es relievo siendo pintura.” For 
a thorough discussion of the meanings and connotations of the use of the word “borrón” in 
Spanish art theory see McKim-Smith, Examining Velázquez, 15-27. 
 
127 Charles Dempsey, “Caravaggio and the Two Naturalistic Styles: Specular versus Macular,” in 
Caravaggio: Realism, Rebellion, Reception , ed. Genevieve Warwick (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 2006), 96. Dempsey briefly proposed this idea in Annibale Carracci and the 
Beginnings of Baroque Style, 2nd ed. (Florence: The Harvard University Center for Italian 
Renaissance Studies, 2000), xii, xvii-xviii. 
 
128 Dempsey, “Caravaggio,” 96, 98-99. Dempsey follows the suggestions put forward in Gauna, 
“Giudizi e polemiche intorno a Caravaggio.” 
 
129 Palomino, Museo, 510: “No hay encarecimiento que iguale al gusto y diligencia, de esta obra; 
porque es verdad, no pintura.” For a full discussion of the perception of Las Meninas as a work of 
illusionism in the 19th century see: Alisa Luxenberg, “The Aura of a Masterpiece: Responses to 
Las Meninas in Ninetheenth-Century Spain and France,” in Velázquez’s Las Meninas, ed. 
Suzanne L. Stratton-Pruitt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), esp. 27-31.  
 
130 Some of these approaches include Ramiro de Moya, “El trazado regulador y la perspectiva en 
Las Meninas,” Arquitectura 3 (January 1961): 3-12; Carlos de Inza, “Prosiguen las pesquisas 
(sobre Las Meninas),” Arquitectura 3 (April 1961): 44-48; and Luis I. de Arana, “Las Meninas. 
Punto final,” Arquitectura 3 (May 1961): 27. Joel Snyder, “Las Meninas and the Mirror of the 
Prince,” Critical Inquiry 11 (1985), esp. 541-57, also considers the perspective construction of 
the painting. 
 
131 For example, Velázquez’s comments on Tintoretto’s Christ Washing the Disciples’ Feet (c. 
1548), included in Francisco de los Santos’s Descripción breve del Monasterio de S. Lorenzo del 
Escorial (1657), praise the “disposición de su perspectiva, que juzga poderse entrar por él, y 
caminar por su pavimento enlosado de piedras de diferentes colores, que disminuyéndose hazen 
parecer grande la distancia en la pieza, y que entre las figuras ay ayre y ambiente.” Quoted in 
Marías, “El género de Las Meninas,” 254. From Palomino, Museo, 482, we also know Velázquez 
owned books on perspective, geometry, arithmetic, and architecture. For a full account of the 
books found in Velázquez’s inventory see Francisco Sánchez Cantón, “La librería de Velázquez,” 
in Homenaje ofrecido a Menéndez Pidal, vol. 3 (Madrid: Hernando, 1925) 379-406.  
 
132 Knox, Late Paintings of Velázquez, 3, 7.  
 
133 Alpers, Vexations of Art, 154. Ibid adds: “this dissembling, an art that denies its art, is a sign of 
its singularity.”  
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134 Carducho uses this term in his discussion of loosely brushed paintings, which, when well 
executed, he regards as superior to the finished ones: “and when the painting is made by this 
approach, to the person who is ignorant about Art, and inexperienced, it will seem that the 
contours and proportions are full of encumbrances, and confused muscles, and the colorido full of 
borrones, and badly placed and strident colors, with no proportion or art; and thus when these 
paintings and their effects are contemplated, will not the connoisseur recognize that the paintings 
that are done with this learned artifice deserve greater estimation than the others, which are made 
with only common rules?” As translated in McKim-Smith, Examining Velázquez, 21. The 
Spanish original in Carducho, Diálogos, 266: “y esta pintura hecha por este modo, el indocto en 
el Arte, y poco esperimentado, le parecerá los perfiles, y proporciones llenos de sobregruesos, y 
desconcertados musculos, y el colorido lleno de borrones, y colores mal colocadas, y 
descompuestas, sin proporcion ni arte: y asi reparando en estas pinturas, y en sus efectos, quien 
no conocerá, que las que están hechas con este docto artificio merecen mas superior estimacion 
que las otras, que con solos preceptos comunes se hazen?”  
 
135 Translated in McKim-Smith, Examining Velázquez, 19. The Spanish original in Carducho, 
Diálogos, 261-263: “Los doctos que pintan acabadisimo y perfilado, obran con cuidado y razon 
todas las cosas, y Ticiano fue uno dellos en su principio […] y despues con borrones hizo cosas 
admirables, y por este modo de bizarro y osado pintó despues toda la Escuela Veneciana con 
tanta licencia, que algunas pinturas de cerca apenas se dan a conocer, si bien apartandose a 
distancia conveniente, se descubre con agradable vista el arte del que la hizo: y si este disfraz se 
haze con prudencia, y con la perspectiva cantitativa, luminosa, y colorida, tal, que se consiga por 
este medio lo que se pretende, no es de menos estimacion, sino de mucho mas que esotro lamido, 
y acabado.” 
 
136 The whole passage reads as follows: “Y por ti el gran Velázquez ha podido,/ diestro, cuanto 
ingenioso,/ ansí animar lo hermoso,/ ansí dar a lo mórbido sentido/ con las manchas distantes;/ 
que son verdad en él, no semejantes.” Quoted and translated in McKim-Smith, Examining 
Velázquez, 17. For discussions of Quevedo’s silva see Luisa López Griguera, “La silva “EL 
Pincel” de Quevedo,” in Homenaje al Instituto de Filología y Literaturas Hispánicas ‘Dr. Amado 
Alonso’ en su cincuentenario 1923-1973 (Buenos Aires: F.G. Cambeiro, 1975), 221-242; M.A. 
Candelas Colondrón, “La silva “El Pincel” de Quevedo: la teoría pictórica y la alabanza de 
pintores al servicio del dogma contrarreformista,” Bulletin Hispanique 98(1996): 85-95; Rodrigo 
Cacho Casal, “La silva “el Pincel” de Quevedo y Remy Belleau,” in Studies in Honor of James O. 
Crosby, Lisa Schwartz ed. (Newark: Juan de la Cuesta, 2004), 49-68.  
 
137 See, for example, Marín Pina, “El Héroe,” 37.  
 
138 Palomino, Museo, 509: “Dió muestras de su claro ingenio Velazquez en descubrir lo que 
pintaba con ingeniosa traza, valeindose de la cristalina luz de un espejo que pintó en lo último de 
la galería, y frontero al quadro, en el qual la reflexîon, o repercusion nos representa á nuestros 
Católicos Reyes Felipe, y Mariana.” 
 
139 Stratton-Pruitt, “Velázquez’s Las Meninas,” 137-138: “Recent scholarship […] accepts the 
premise that the mirror reflects a double portrait of the king and queen on which Velázquez is at 
work.” 
 
140 For a summary of these views see Stratton-Pruitt, “Velázquez’s Las Meninas,” 137-138.   
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141 As Marías, “El género de Las Meninas,” 263, suggests: “Las Meninas exige del espectador el 
desvelamiento de lo oculto, precisamente porque existe la posibilidad (aunque eternamente 
discutible) de su revelación a través del espejo.” 
 
142 Palomino calls attention to the portrait’s significance to the painting’s meaning in the 
following passage: “I think this portrait of Velázquez is as cunning as that of Phidias, who 
included his portrait in the shield of the statue he did of Minerva, and he created it with such 
artifice, that if it was taken out, the whole statue would dissolve.” Museo, 509: “Con no menos 
artificio considero este retrato de Velazquez, que el de Fidias escultor, y pintor famoso, que puso 
su retrato en el escudo de la estatua que hizo de la diosa Minerva, fabricandose con tal artificio, 
que si de allí se quitase, se deshiciese tambien de todo punto la estatua.” 
 
143 See Bruce R. Burningham, Tilting Cervantes: Baroque Reflections on Postmodern Culture 
(Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 2008), 174.  
 
144 The calculated nature of Velázquez’s brushworks is attested in a 1653 letter in which Philip IV 
protests about Velázquez’s flema, or slow method of painting. The letter is discussed in Marías, 
“El género de Las Meninas,” 268.   
 
145 See Maravall, Antiguos y modernos, 102. As George Mariscal, Contradictory Subjects, 92, 
also notes, various seventeenth-century authors identified singularity specifically with religious 
heressy.    
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CHAPTER 3 
NOBILITY AND THE VALUE OF PAINTING IN LOPE DE VEGA’S LOS 
PONCES DE BARCELONA1 
 
 
 
The notion of the nobility of painting, formulated with such insistence in Spanish 
early modern art theoretical texts, also found support in the community of Golden Age 
literary writers. By the beginning of the seventeenth century the still young Madrilenian 
court was a bustling cultural and intellectual center in which artists and writers frequently 
met as they shared interests and were expected to serve similar functions. One of the 
common goals of Spanish artists and writers during this period was certainly the wish to 
elevate their social status. Not surprisingly, the notions of ut pictura poesis, deus pictor, 
or the Horatian dictum docere et delectare (to instruct and delight), arguments which 
stressed the intellectual, religious, and useful nature of literary and artistic productions, 
respectively, were recurrent motifs in the ideological agendas of both communities.  
Because the question of social status was particularly pressing for artists, still 
considered practitioners of a mechanical art, literary writers often offered their solidarity 
by acting as public defenders in the cause of the nobility of painting, which they 
considered a “sister art.”2  The most notorious cases of this support were those of Lope de 
Vega and Calderón de la Barca, who acted as witnesses in support of painting in two 
legal depositions (statements made by witnesses before a notary). Lope de Vega’s 
deposition, which took place in 1625, was part of a legal suit to exempt painters from 
paying the alcabala, a tax that had been established by the Catholic kings in the fifteenth 
century and that was applied to objects manufactured and offered for sale.3 Calderón de 
la Barca’s deposition of 1677, on the other hand, protested against the “repartimiento de 
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soldado,” a tax created to solve expenses related to war.4 By objecting to the painter’s 
obligation to pay taxes, typically applied to crafts which were commercially exchanged, 
both writers asserted painting’s noble status. However, as was the case with the 
specialized treatises of Pacheco and Carducho, the opinions inserted in these legal 
documents were necessarily restricted to a very limited audience. By contrast, it was 
through the theatrical plays known as comedias that opinions about painting could be 
disseminated more widely. At the same time, the popular nature of the Spanish comedia, 
directed to a heterogeneous public from most spheres of society, admitted issues absent in 
theoretical artistic discussions. 
Interestingly, the same writers who intervened in legal depositions in favor of 
painting’s nobility often underscored painting’s economic dimension in their comedias. 
Painting’s high economic value could in fact help advance the notion of painting’s 
nobility. Thus, while Lope de Vega provided numerous arguments in support of painters’ 
exemption to pay taxes in his deposition, he also stressed the fact that important rulers 
had paid “extremely high prices” for paintings as evidence of their nobility, and that 
artists such as Federico Zuccaro and Luca Cambiaso, who worked at the Escorial, 
“returned to Italy as rich men.”5 Similarly, while seemingly contradicting long-
established definitions of nobility, the representation of painting’s economic appeal in 
Spanish plays does not necessarily prevent painting from achieving a noble status. 
Rather, these theatrical productions highlight the fact that the nobility of painting was 
also determined by painting’s circulation among the aristocracy and the monetary value it 
acquired within such circle. In so doing, these comedias also shed light on the Spanish 
nobility’s own transformation in the wake of the culture of consumption that 
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characterized the first decades of the seventeenth century. Wealth, in other words, was 
increasingly acquiring relevance as social designator and could constitute an alternative 
to the discourse of nobility of blood.6  
My central case study is Lope de Vega’s play Los Ponces de Barcelona. 
Published in 1617 and composed between 1610 and 1615, this play coincided with the 
height of commercial theater and the boom of private art market in the court of Madrid, 
developments that signaled the emergence of a new consumerist culture in Spain’s capital 
city.7 The play recounts the ill-fated marriage between the nobleman Pedro Ponce and 
Lucrecia, the daughter of a painter. But it also constitutes a complex meditation upon the 
economic transaction that constitutes buying a painting and its connotations when such 
transaction is performed by an aristocratic patron.  
Lope de Vega is considered the most important playwright of the Spanish 
baroque.8 Not only was he extraordinarily prolific (by 1609 he could have written over 
400 comedias), an ability that earned him the title of “Fénix de los Ingenios” and 
“monstruo de la naturaleza,” but he might also be credited for creating the model for 
much of the commercial theater produced in early modern Spain.9 He was in fact 
responsible for the development of the so-called comedia nueva, a play in three acts that 
he codified in “El arte Nuevo de hacer comedias en este tiempo.” Presented to the Madrid 
literary Academy between 1604 and 1608 and published in 1609, this text constitutes a 
call for a new art that challenges classical precepts and offers a manifesto in favor of the 
commercial nature of theater and its creative consequences.10 
Written in a burlesque tone, the text conveys Lope’s understanding of the extent 
to which economic forces affected his theatrical production. His awareness of the 
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mechanisms of the marketplace is succinctly synthesized in his statement that “since the 
vulgo pays, it is only fair to speak to them in silliness in order to please them,” words that 
manifest “the economic basis of the relationship between the writer and the audience.”11  
However, as Donald Gilbert-Santamaría has pointed out, Lope was not able to 
embrace the economic dimension of his art completely. Thus, by invoking an aristocratic 
patron and lamenting the defective taste of the vulgo in the prologue of his epic Jerusalén 
conquistada (1609), Lope also reveals his nostalgia for a more prestigious patronage 
system that is threatening to disappear.12 It is in this context that I will frame my 
discussion of Los Ponces de Barcelona, a play that, by reflecting upon the relationship 
between painting, money and nobility mirrors Lope’s own professional struggle in the 
context of his activity as a playwright. In fact, it has been suggested that Los Ponces must 
have been composed to be represented specifically in courtly circles, and that it could 
even have been commissioned by an aristocratic patron, a circumstance that adds 
significance to the play’s attempts to reconcile artistic nobility and economic value.13 
 
Painting, the Comedia, and the Rise of a Market Economy 
As established by Lope de Vega, the comedia nueva is a play in three acts that 
combines varied verse forms, comic and tragic elements, and learned and popular 
registers.14 A paradigmatic urban genre, the comedia was particularly associated with 
Madrid, which counted two major public playhouses (the Corral del Príncipe and the 
Corral de la Cruz) between the 1590s and the 1640s, and where performances were held 
everyday from Easter to Lent to an audience that reached two thousand by the 1630s.15 
As can be inferred from these numbers, the comedia was a popular entertainment, but, as 
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literary scholars have demonstrated, it was not directed only to commoners.16 In fact, as 
hybrid as the comedia itself was the audience which attended it: artisans, merchants, 
hidalgos, caballeros, aristocrats, and even the king himself.17 
To such a heterogeneous group, playwrights offered what has been described as a 
“portrait” or “mirror” of society, and it is in this sense that we might consider the 
presence of paintings and painters on stage.18 Literary scholars have often pointed out 
artists’ ubiquitous presence in Spanish Golden Age Theater.19 However, while, on the 
one hand, plays could offer a platform from which to widely promote the nobility of 
painting, they also depicted the commercial activities of painters who kept workshops, 
requested money for their paintings, and literally received payment on stage.  
This doubled view of the painting profession, as both noble and commercial, is 
vividly reflected in the way painters are characterized in these plays, where a very neat 
contrast is established between ancient and modern paradigms of artistic nobility and less 
idealized professional painters. Works such as Lope de Vega’s Las grandezas de 
Alejandro (1621) and Calderón de la Barca’s El pintor de su deshonra (c. 1645), for 
instance, emphasize the melancholic ethos that accompanies artistic creation.20 When 
faced with the challenge of portraying the beauty of their beloved, Apelles and Juan 
Roca, the painter protagonists of both plays, are overwhelmed by their artistic limitations 
and enter a melancholic state that prevents them from achieving the loftiest goal of art: 
the portrayal of nature’s perfection, as embodied in a beautiful woman. Thus, whereas 
Apelles is only able to produce a mediocre portrait of Campaspe in Las grandezas de 
Alejandro, Juan Roca is incapable of producing the portrait of Serafina (his wife) in El 
pintor de su deshonra.21 
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It is precisely these artists’ awareness of their limitations that also signals the 
intellectual nature of their endeavors.22 Moreover, their melancholic dispositions 
ultimately establish these artists’ noble nature. Since medieval times and through early 
modern thought melancholy was not only associated with the artistic temperament, but 
also was thought to affect particularly the aristocratic.23 Not surprisingly, common to 
both artists is their social standing: Apelles is Alexander the Great’s favorite painter; Juan 
Roca a nobleman inclined, but not professionally devoted, to painting. In particular, Juan 
Roca’s amateur approach to painting reminds us that, when practiced as leisure, painting 
was not only acceptable but even desirable as a suitable activity in the education of the 
ideal nobleman.24   
Clearly contrasting with these two models of artistic nobility, the professional 
painter commissioned to paint Casilda in Lope’s Peribáñez y el Comendador de Ocaña 
(1614) creates her portrait without trouble. As depicted in the play, his is the 
unmelancholic detachment of someone who uses his artistic profession as a way of living. 
Perhaps the clearest indication of his purely commercial approach to painting is this 
painter’s anonymity.25 Despite playing a relevant role within the play, we never know his 
name, as he is simply “the painter.” Something similar occurs in the interesting disguise 
that transforms Juan Roca into a professional painter in El pintor de su deshonra, an 
episode that clearly foregrounds the difference between the “acceptable,” noble artist and 
his professional counterpart. Juan Roca, who begins as a melancholic artist who theorizes 
about painting becomes an anonymous artist (the Prince of Ursino refers to him as the 
“Spaniard”) who, dressed in poor costume (“con vestido pobre”) uses his ability to 
sustain himself.  
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And yet, despite their anonymity, the painter from Peribáñez and the disguised 
Juan Roca from El pintor de su deshonra also underscore the economic and social 
benefits that could be associated with painting as a professional trade. The painter from 
Peribáñez keeps a prolific and highly profitable workshop, and it is the guise of a 
professional painter that grants Juan Roca mobility and access to the court of Naples.26 
Most significantly, both painters engage in monetary transactions and effectively 
negotiate the demands of a market economy that is mobilized mainly (although not 
exclusively) by the aristocracy. 
Although this commercial approach to painting seems to contradict the artists’ 
typical claims to nobility, within the context of the commercially oriented comedia, the 
depiction of painting as an activity inserted in a marketplace system could not be more 
fitting. As mentioned earlier, the development of commercial theater in Spain offers a 
glimpse into the process through which a new consumerist culture driven by market 
mechanisms was taking shape.27 Similarly, the increasing commission and sale of 
paintings in the first decades of the seventeenth century in Spain were a vivid 
demonstration of this new consumerist culture that, as suggested above, was particularly 
targeted to an aristocratic audience. In what follows, I will explore how these issues are 
negotiated in Lope de Vega’s Los Ponces de Barcelona, a play that reveals that, by the 
beginning of the seventeenth century, the notion of the nobility of painting could in fact 
be intimately bound to painting’s economic worth. 
 
Painting as Honest Labor 
One of the earliest manifestations of Lope’s interest in painting is his 1617 play 
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Los Ponces de Barcelona.28 In the first act Don Pedro, the first born son of the Catalan 
nobleman Dionis Ponce, returns home after having married Lucrecia, the daughter of a 
painter, without his father’s consent. This unauthorized marriage determines a series of 
tragic events: Pedro is disinherited, forced to flee to Italy, and obliged to abandon his 
pregnant wife in a modest cabin in the woods. As the play advances, we learn that years 
have passed, Dionis Ponce has died, and the son of Pedro and Lucrecia is now a young 
man. Pedro’s whereabouts are still unknown, and Lucrecia and her son live modestly at 
the service of a noble family of old friends of the Ponces. At the same time, the son of 
Pedro and Lucrecia, also named Pedro, falls in love with the socially superior Serafina, 
the daughter of the noble family that has hosted them since Pedro disappeared. The happy 
ending arrives when Pedro, who has been in captivity in Tunisia, returns to his long-
abandoned wife and son. Then, the son is able to restore his lost noble status and marries 
Serafina. 
Tackling the problem of marriage between people from different social spheres, 
issues of family honor, and the nature of nobility, Los Ponces de Barcelona follows the 
typical conventions of Lope’s theatrical productions. It is also one of the plays by Lope 
that most vividly reflects upon the theme of the nobility of painting. In this sense, it is 
surprising that the play has received so little scholarly attention, especially considering 
the number of studies dedicated to the importance of painting within Lope’s extensive 
body of work.29  
Lope treats this particular subject primarily in the first act of the play, which 
centers on Pedro’s father rejection of his socially inferior daughter-in-law Lucrecia. 
When the newlyweds arrive in Barcelona from Lérida, father and son get into a 
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discussion that enables Lope to transmit his apology for painting as a noble art: 
 
Turn your eyes, father, without reason offended, to see a modest and beautiful 
woman. She is the daughter of humble yet decent parents, of their virtue and a 
generous art. In the past painters were esteemed as divine, and note how our own 
Charles V honored Bandinelo with the illustrious command of Santiago for using 
his brush differently from other painters. If I am not able to convince you of the 
painters’ worth the heavens can.30   
Pedro’s speech summarizes key elements of well-established arguments about the 
nobility of painting: the notion of the artist’s god-like creativity, the esteem of painting in 
ancient times, the recognition of its nobility by modern rulers such as Charles V, and its 
far-reaching fame. Transmitting these ideas in the context of the public theater, Lope 
makes them available and familiar to an audience much wider than any artistic treatise 
could ever reach, predating by several decades the publication of the seminal works of 
Pacheco and Carducho. At the same time, throughout this first act of the play, Lope 
complicates this conventional notion of the nobility of painting by offering a pointed 
critique of noble values and of nobility as a class and by praising painting as a manual 
craft.  
According to Lucrecia, the only reason she and Pedro come to Barcelona is the 
death of her parents. As she tells Pedro in the first act: “My poor father passed away after 
the first year [of our marriage], and he was so kind that he entertained you and sustained 
you with a thousand works. This is the reason why it was necessary that we came to 
Barcelona.”31 
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 Notable here is the fact that Don Pedro, son of a wealthy nobleman, has been 
living on the labor of Lucrecia’s father as painter. In fact, these words seem to suggest 
that Pedro might have also been participating in the family economy by helping in 
Lucrecia’s father’s “thousand works.” Later in the same act, Lucrecia re-states this 
circumstance as she is forced to defend herself against Dionis: “We didn’t visit you while 
my parents lived, and they died of poverty.”32 
 The virtue of honest labor that seems to have characterized Lucrecia’s father 
contrasts vividly with Pedro’s father.33 Throughout the play, Dionis Ponce is described 
not only as extraordinarily rich, but also as driven by insatiable greed.34 When Lucrecia is 
forced to hide in the Ponces’ country estate and Pedro must escape from his father’s fury, 
Pedro compares Dionis to Cresus and Midas, whose cruelty, driven by “mad greed,” his 
father surpasses.35 
 Several questions arise from the opposition between the virtue of Lucrecia’s 
modest father and the greed of Pedro’s aristocratic father. It would seem that Lope is 
exalting the value of work and criticizing a certain model of nobility. In fact, this sort of 
discourse was quite common in the first decades of the seventeenth century, especially 
through the works of arbitristas. In the first chapter we saw how these political and 
economic moralists, trying to challenge the country’s economic and military crisis, 
looked back at a medieval model of nobility that earned its worth through military 
performance. Paradoxically, another common recommendation of writers such as Alejo 
Venegas, Pérez de Herrera, Mateo López Bravo, Lope de Deza, Martín González de 
Cellorigo, Fernández Navarrete, or Sancho de Moncada was the rather progressive idea 
that work, contrary to public opinion, was necessary and even desirable for all spheres of 
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society, including the aristocracy.36 
 There are no indications within Lope’s play as to the source of Dionis’ wealth, but 
we might infer that he exemplifies the kind of nobleman that was most criticized by the 
arbitristas: the nobleman who lived off rents. As Carroll B. Johnson explains: 
 
What the sixteenth and seventeenth-centuries political economists denounced was 
the spread of the aristocratic rentier mentality: invest in censos; do nothing; live 
off your rentas (…). This meant that nobody who had any money was willing to 
work and that money was invested in vehicles that didn’t  produce any wealth, 
as agricultural or manufactured products would.37 
The fact that Dionis Ponce lives in the urban setting of Barcelona reinforces this idea, 
especially when we learn that, as we saw earlier, he also owns a country estate. After his 
father’s rejection, Pedro decides to take his pregnant wife to his father’s country property: 
“I would rather stay in my father’s quinta while this furor goes away, since it is not so 
different from Barcelona.”38 
The implication is that Dionis has left his country estate in the care of labradores 
(peasants) who provide him with sufficient rents to live in the city, a pattern that was also 
criticized at the time.39 In 1626, for instance, Pedro Fernández Navarrete criticized the 
fact that the absenteeism of the wealthy “has taken hold mostly in those kingdoms where 
private holdings have been reduced to censos and juros, because those who own property 
(…) do not hesitate to throw off the shackles of farming and grazing and come to enjoy 
the income from their investments in the comfort of the city.40 
Especially relevant for our discussion is Fernández Navarrete’s reference to the 
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censos, a contract by which the nobility bought the right to collect annuity payments from 
its land’s borrower.41 By the seventeenth century, many writers agreed that, by engaging 
in the purely profitable system of the censos, “the nobility was sacrificing its traditional, 
acceptable derivation of wealth from the land” while contributing, through its 
unproductive accumulation of wealth, to the overall decline of the Spanish economy.42  
Consistently described as “avariento” (miserly), Dionis Ponce becomes an 
exaggerated and stereotypical embodiment of this contemporary situation. Moreover, he 
hopes his son will follow his steps by means of accumulating money and prestige. The 
fact that Dionis sends Pedro to study law is also significant in this regard: “I sent you to 
study the Laws of Emperors and Kings.”43 
Since the times of the Catholic Kings, studying law had increasingly become a 
suitable activity for the moneyed aristocracy, since it guaranteed a career in the 
bureaucracy of the state, and the income and social status associated with it.44 
Interestingly, the letrado was not exempt from criticism. Thus, envisioning the 
unproductive nature of this profession, in his Gobierno politico de agricultura (1618), 
Lope(z) de Deza “railed against the “many robust young men” of his day who left 
agricultural labor to study law at the university.”45  
 From Dionis’ perspective, the marriage of his only son to Lucrecia was not only 
contrary to the expectations of his class. By changing the course of Pedro’s natural 
aristocratic development, this unequal marriage also proved to be highly unprofitable. It 
is only after Pedro meets his future wife that he decides to leave his studies: “In Lérida 
they said that he has been living with his father-in-law for a long time, and that he has 
abandoned the robe.”46 More importantly, Pedro’s marriage to Lucrecia clashes with 
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Dionis’ hopes to marry his son with someone of his class. Here again, the economic 
aspect takes precedence, since Dionis had already agreed to offer “a few more ducats” 
(otros tantos ducados) in exchange of the future (noble) bride, whom Pedro would 
“inherit.”47 Unable to bring any material dowry to the Ponces family, Lucrecia boldly 
states: “Although your wealth increased little or nothing, you didn’t lose quality, because 
Pedro and the whole world know that money has little to do with honor.”48 
To Dionis’ excessive interest in money, Lucrecia offers the counterpoint of virtue, 
which she has inherited from her painter-father.49 One of the facets of such virtue was the 
symbolic value of honest labor. Within the debates regarding the nobility of painting this 
is rather surprising.50 As is well known, one of the main arguments for the nobility of 
painting was its intellectual, rather than manual nature, an aspect that ultimately denied 
the possibility of envisioning painting as labor. However, in the first decades of the 
seventeenth century labor was also the subject of praise. As we saw earlier, arbitristas 
never tired of urging Spaniards to embrace work as a solution to the economic crisis.51 
Even within artistic texts that attempted to demonstrate the nobility of painting, the 
practical usefulness of painting could be emphasized. For example, in Noticia general 
para la estimación de las artes (1600), a text presumably written to advance painting’s 
noble status, Gaspar Gutiérrez de los Ríos includes an exhortation “to all Spaniards to 
help remedy the economic crisis by working at some productive occupation.”52 A similar 
discourse appears in the Memorial que se dio al Reino por los pintores (c. 1619), a 
collective text by which painters of the court urged the king to create and sponsor an 
academy of drawing. In fact, one of the memorial’s main arguments is the profit the 
academy will generate for the country.53 According to the text, because drawing is the 
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basis of all arts (both mechanical and liberal), a great variety of artisans (from architects, 
engineers, tapestry weavers, silversmiths, gardeners, etc.) will be able to learn its 
principles. Moreover, by providing trained artists and artisans, it will no longer be 
necessary to import foreign manufactures or bring foreign artists to Spain.54 In other 
words, rather than offering the more typical abstract arguments for the nobility of 
painting, this text offers a functional and political dimension, one that responds to the 
specific needs of a country in economic decline.55  
The notion of painting that emerges from Lope’s Los Ponces de Barcelona is 
ambiguous. Lucrecia’s father is not the nobleman we are accustomed to see in the artistic 
treatises of Carducho and Pacheco, or in plays such as Calderón’s El pintor de su 
deshonra. He is humble and poor, which by itself suffices to identify him as a simple 
worker.56 His virtue is the result of honest labor, one from which he earns only what is 
necessary to live. Thus, by opposing Lucrecia’s father, the impoverished but virtuous 
painter from Lérida, to Pedro’s wealthy but covetous aristocratic father, Lope seems to 
offer two opposed discourses for the value of painting. In the first discourse, painting is 
affiliated with the traditional arguments for the nobility of painting (divinity, esteem, 
fame), the same arguments Pedro uses to convince his father of Lucrecia’s worth. 
However, the validity of this discourse is problematized through the figure of Dionis, 
whose corruption and greed signal the moral debasement of the aristocratic class. In a 
second discourse, painting is aligned with virtuous labor, but, as represented by 
Lucrecia’s father, retains the socially inferior status of manual craft. However, a third, 
new discourse for painting is developed in the figure of Lucrecia. Repeatedly compared 
to a painting, Lucrecia embodies an artistic ideology that incorporates the marketplace 
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into the noble discourse, privileging money as a legitimate indicator of painting’s 
nobility. 
 
Conflating Identities: Lucrecia as Painting 
 
Where do you want me to hang this painting, which you call image of your 
wife?57 
 
With such words Dionis refers to Lucrecia after confronting her for the first time. The 
passage is significant, for it introduces an aspect that is essential to Lope’s play: the 
metonymic identification of Lucrecia with painting. As literary scholars have shown us, 
the symbolic conflation of representation and object is a recurrent feature in the theater of 
the Spanish Golden Age, especially when the representation is a portrait of a woman. In 
plays revolving around the themes of love, desire, jealousy, and possession, portraits of 
women become central agents which determine the development of the plot, sometimes 
igniting the male desire to possess a beautiful woman, at other times substituting for the 
women they represent.58 Lope’s own Peribáñez y el Comendador de Ocaña (1614) and 
Calderón de la Barca’s Darlo todo y no dar nada (1651) offer two particularly interesting 
instances of how a portrait could become the embodiment of the woman it depicted.59  
In Lope’s play, the Comendador commissions a portrait of Casilda, the wife of 
the peasant Peribáñez, to satisfy his desire for a woman he cannot have. His fetishization 
of the portrait, initially a small sketch on a playing card that is later transferred onto a 
full-size canvas, reveals as much the unbridled passion the portrait inspires as the 
Comendador’s mistaken belief that “possession of the picture is possession of its 
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subject.”60  
A similar conflation of image and original occurs in Calderón’s play Darlo todo y 
no dar nada, a dramatization of the famous story of Apelles and Campaspe. By the end of 
the play Alexander, who had commissioned from his painter Apelles a portrait of his 
beloved, decides to offer his court painter the “real” Campaspe in exchange for the 
portrait. Alexander’s gift is a sign of his generosity, but, by accepting the portrait as equal 
to the real woman, he is also betraying his own objectification of Campaspe.61 Aware of 
the complex mechanisms that operate in this transaction, Campaspe protests: she readily 
understands that by owning her portrait, Alexander also owns her.62  
The kind of metonym that takes place in Los Ponces is, however, substantially 
different to that of Peribáñez and Darlo todo y no dar nada. The portrait of the woman, 
which constituted the element of discord in those plays, is absent. In fact, in Los Ponces 
Lope reverses the typical structure of portrait substituting for a woman for that of a 
woman symbolically becoming a painting. Of course, this has much to do with the fact 
that Lucrecia’s father is a painter. In this sense, Lope establishes what we might call a 
kind of genealogical metaphor by which biological reproduction and artistic production 
are conflated. In other words, Lucrecia is both the daughter of her father and his best 
painting. As Lucrecia, speaking to Dionis states: “Since you were offended by Don 
Pedro, although you didn’t scorn the painters, leaving them aside listen, for a honest 
painter’s best panel is speaking.”63 
The metaphorical linkage of biological and visual reproduction was well 
established in the culture of the Spanish Golden Age, where children were often 
considered “portraits” of their parents.64 Yet Lucrecia is never really referred to as a 
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retrato (portrait), but, significantly, with the much more generic pintura (painting) or 
tabla (panel). Instead of being the referent of any particular portrait, Lucrecia becomes 
the surrogate for the art of painting, understood both as an object and as a category.  
In linking Lucrecia with the art of painting, Lope was following a well-
established tradition that represented painting as an allegorical female figure. Although 
the origins of such tradition are uncertain, the symbolic representation of painting as a 
woman was codified in Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia (first published in 1593), an 
iconographic manual that by the seventeenth century had become an essential guide for 
artists across Europe, including Spain.65 As it was true of many allegories in female form, 
in the case of painting, the female body became a useful vehicle through which to signal 
an essentially masculine ideal: that of painting as an intellectual and noble activity.66 
However, in Los Ponces de Barcelona, Lucrecia’s identification with painting also raises 
the question of how to value a wife or a picture by linking marriage to the purchase of a 
painting. The association is most obvious in the following passage, in which Dionis, 
referring to Lucrecia’s parentage, asks Pedro: “Why should I care about the excellent art 
from whom you purchased this painting?”67 
In making the connection between marriage and the purchase of a painting, Lope 
exposes the shared role women and paintings played as commodities in an exclusively 
male economy of desire: women within the exchange system of marriage; paintings 
within the commercial activities of the art market.68 In this sense, Lucrecia epitomizes 
what Gridley McKim-Smith and Marcia Welles suggest in relation to the portraits of 
women in the comedia: “In a way paintings are women,”69  for both function as 
“masculine conceit(s), […] to be bought, captured, recreated, (and) exchanged.”70 Even 
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more importantly, by establishing this parallel, Lope allows us to consider the marriage 
between Pedro and Lucrecia as a metaphor for the economic transaction that constitutes 
buying a painting. 
 
Marrying a Woman, Buying a Painting 
It is worth noting that, despite their oft-cited disdain for economic profit, Spanish 
art critics and theorists such as Pacheco and Carducho recognized the potential link 
between the monetary value and the noble status of painting. Both critics dedicated 
several passages of their treatises to recount the high prices noblemen and kings, both 
ancient and modern, were willing to pay to the painters they praised.71 As Zarinés Negrón 
has suggested, the relevance of this issue within the debates for the nobility of painting is 
further attested in Pacheco’s Art of Painting, where the artist and theorist offers clues to 
help determine the appropriate price of a painting. Negrón’s analysis of Pacheco’s text 
helps us understand how the painting metaphor operates in Los Ponces. As Negrón 
argues, several passages of Pacheco’s Arte reveal his understanding of the economic 
principles that were at the core of the Scholastics of the School of Salamanca, a group of 
moralists who dominated economic thought in Spain.72 
Trying to guard buyers against exploitation, the Scholastics established 
parameters to determine the “just price” of any particular thing, which they believed to be 
its true value, in other words, “what it ought to be sold for.”73 In the particular case of 
paintings, the estimation of their “just price” was also affected by their consideration as 
luxury goods, which determined that, unlike necessities, they could be sold “for whatever 
price a prudent well-informed purchaser may care to pay.”74 As mentioned above, one of 
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Pacheco’s aims was precisely to aid the purchaser in assessing the true value of a 
painting, which he located in its nobility.75 
According to Pacheco, the nobility of a painting stemmed from the combination 
of its intrinsic and extrinsic nobility, which he described as “the nature and the perfection 
of the thing” and “the approval of men,” respectively:  
 
And by combining one nobility with the other, we say that the price of a thing, the 
difficulty in making it, the utility it brings, the honor that is attributed to it by 
great persons, the inspiration of virtue, the discipline and teaching it gives to the 
community—all are the parts that make an art skill  truly noble. There is no doubt 
that considering all things, it would be of great price, dignity, and splendor.76 
I would argue that Pacheco’s notions of the “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” nobility of 
painting and the monetary value associated with such notions can be applied to the 
metonymic relationship Lope establishes between Lucrecia and painting. To help explain 
how these two notions are characterized in Lucrecia’s case, we might recall the way the 
just price was described by the Scholastics Pacheco drew upon. As Saravia de la Calle 
puts it in his Instrucción de los mercaderes (1547): 
  
Excluding all deceit and malice, the just price of a thing is the cash price it 
commonly fetches at the time and place of the deal, bearing in mind the particular 
circumstances and manner of the sale, the abundance of goods and money, the 
number of buyers and sellers, the difficulty in procuring the good, and the benefit 
to be enjoyed by their use, according to the  judgment of the honest man.77 
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Several of Saravia’s principles recall the circumstances under which Pedro fell in love, 
pursued, and finally decided to “purchase” Lucrecia. Consistent with the logic of 
commercial exchange between vendor and purchaser, the marriage of Pedro and Lucrecia 
was based on a mutual agreement that, as Saravia advised in relation to the just price, was 
undertaken “without deceit and malice.” Throughout the play, we are constantly 
reminded of the honesty with which Pedro courted Lucrecia (“He didn’t conquer me with 
letters, he didn’t vanquished me with words, he didn’t gain me through third parties, nor 
with false promises”),78 and the modesty with which she rewarded him in return (“You 
know this is true, for a year of pursuing barely gave you the occasion or freedom to see 
me”).79 
Moreover, Saravia’s principle of “the abundance of goods and money” as a 
condition to establish an appropriate price can also be read in relation to Lucrecia’s 
“purchase.” Saravia’s assertion implies that the more exceptional the product, the highest 
price will have to be paid for it, especially if the purchaser disposes of the necessary 
money. If we apply this principle to Lucrecia, how can we measure her exceptionality? 
Once again, the painting metaphor gives us the clue.  
 
Covered by the Curtain 
 
Hanging in my father’s house was the painting you see with the curtain of my 
mother’s honest virtue and doctrine, with which she covered me since I was 
child.80 
 
So does Lucrecia’s autobiographical account to Dionis begin. Noteworthy here is 
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Lucrecia’s reference to the “curtain” which covered her when she “hung” in her father’s 
house. In the early modern period, covering a painting with a curtain often had the 
function of hiding an indecorous painting, a pintura lasciva, as paintings depicting female 
nudes were commonly known in Spain.81 In 1626, for instance, Cassiano del Pozzo, who 
was accompanying Cardinal Barberini on a mission in Madrid, described how paintings 
such as Titian’s famous poesie, which had been part of the royal collections since the 
times of Philip II, had to be covered each time the queen passed by them.82 Conveniently 
blocking the queen’s vision of these paintings, the curtain of this particular anecdote 
provided a protective shield that effectively guarded the queen’s decorum against a 
potentially dangerous subject. By contrast, in the case of Lucrecia, rather than hiding a 
morally offensive painting from view, the curtain has the purpose of protecting it from 
the visual penetration of unwanted viewers.83 In this sense, the curtain motif provides an 
ingenious metaphor for Lucrecia’s most valuable quality: her chastity, a virtue that is 
emphasized throughout the play.84  
In one of her first interventions, Lucrecia already stresses the value of her chastity 
by characterizing it in terms of the “treasure” she has inherited from her parents.85 
Moreover, the emphasis on Lucrecia’s chastity is also apparent in the development of the 
plot. As Marcella Trambaioli has pointed out, in the second act, when Pedro has 
disappeared, Lucrecia becomes a sort of Homeric Penelope, patiently waiting the return 
of her husband while ignoring the desires of her many suitors.86 Later in the third act, 
Lucrecia reinforces this idea by comparing herself to the Roman Lucrecia, an ancient 
model of female virtue who, after being wrongly accused of adultery, committed suicide 
to prevent her family’s dishonor.87 
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It is in her chastity that Lucrecia’s exceptionality resides, constituting, in other 
words, her “nature and perfection,” her “intrinsic nobility,” as Pacheco would put it. As is 
well-known, within the male-oriented society of the Spanish Golden Age, female chastity 
was considered an essential good, one that was intimately bound to the preservation of 
male honor.88 In fact, for writers such as Juan Luis Vives, chastity was the single most 
important virtue that could be associated with a woman, “the queen of female virtues,” as 
he calls it in De institutione feminae Christianae (1523).89 Clearly resonating with our 
discussion of the curtain, in the same treatise, Vives describes chastity as: 
 
A kind of veil placed over our face, for when nature and reason covered the 
corrupt body and the sinful flesh because of the shame caused by the first sin but 
left the face open and free of the coverings that we wear, they did not deny it its 
cloak, namely, shame. With this covering it could gain human approval so that no 
one could see it without recognizing that great virtue lay under that covering, and 
there was none who did not esteem one so clothed or hate one who was without 
it.90 
Given chastity’s relevance within the life of early modern Spanish women, it is not 
surprising that literary works and comedias in particular would reflect upon the anxieties 
associated with an unchaste woman, and Los Ponces is no exception. For instance, when 
in the first act Dionis receives the news of his son’s marriage, he expresses his fears that 
some morally dubious woman might have lured his son (“And it will still be true that 
some little woman has deceived him”);91 and in the third act, Pedro himself questions his 
wife’s loyalty after misleadingly thinking she has betrayed him with another man: 
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 Open, infamous woman, 
 open, treacherous woman, 
 open that door, villain 
 open insolent painter 
 open, for you painted so badly 
 the figure of honor  
 that in me you applied the lights  
 and in yourself you applied the shadows.92 
 
Like in the story of her homonymous ancient counterpart, these false accusations 
have the effect of reinforcing Lucrecia’s virtue and chastity, a scarce commodity in a 
marketplace of unfaithful women.93 Moreover, by angrily calling Lucrecia atrevida 
pintora (insolent painter), in this passage Pedro returns once again to the painting 
metaphor while implying that the period’s anxieties about female behavior could 
illustrate contemporary concerns about painting, and that the ability to discern a chaste 
woman could in turn be comparable to the ability to judge a good painting. 
While, as mentioned earlier, artists could use the female body to signal painting’s 
noble status, that same body could also be associated with painting’s most negative 
aspect: its capacity to deceive. The notion that painting was deceptive originated in 
Plato’s influential condemnation of images, which he regarded as the falsest of 
illusions.94 Moreover, as Jacqueline Lichtenstein has noted, within Plato’s thought and 
throughout the history of aesthetics painting’s deceptive nature has been consistently 
equated to notions of femininity.95 Most particularly, the seductive and dangerous powers 
of painting, traditionally located in the materiality of color, have been often compared to 
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those of women’s cosmetics.96 Within the Spanish context, the painting-makeup 
connection emerges quite forcefully in an interesting epístola, included in Salas 
Barbadillo’s Coronas del Parnaso y platos de las musas (1635). Under the title “To 
Licida, ugly lady, made up, a liar, and painting apprentice,” the text ironically describes a 
lady’s act of putting makeup on in explicit artistic terms:97 
 
If you could use the skill with which you paint your cheeks on a canvas, instead 
of Licida, we would call you Ms. Apelles. But you are mistaken, because over 
such great ugliness, what you think it’s fixing actually increases it, and the 
remedy becomes a greater harm.98 
As this passage evinces, what Barbadillo finds unacceptable about this atypical painter is 
her deceptive use of makeup; her (in this case unsuccessful) attempts to hide the truth of 
an ugly face.99  
Like the cosmetics of this epístola, often attacked for concealing female 
imperfections, the inappropriate application of color was also thought to mask a 
painting’s lack of disegno, which since Alberti constituted the essence and substance of 
painting. In his treatise, Carducho establishes the importance of drawing over color in 
precisely such terms when he compares the qualities of a painting without color to those 
of a painting without drawing by using the example of two ladies: 
 
A painting with good drawing and without color is like a lady of good features, 
well-proportioned, graceful, and of excellent virtues and understanding, but of 
golden-brown color and little adornment. Color without drawing is a white and 
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blonde lady, blushed, well-dressed and adorned, but of bad proportions, without 
grace and understanding. If this latter lady does not speak, you will like her at first 
sight, because [colors] conceal very well, but if she speaks you will discover the 
faults of her body and soul. By contrast, the body of the [other] lady corresponds 
to the beauty of her soul and her deep thoughts, and her beauty is constant and 
permanent, while the other lady’s beauty easily fades, and the faults of her 
proportions and shapes are discovered with shame.100 
Interestingly, in this passage, the woman-painting analogy allows Carducho to make a 
moral judgment about color and drawing: drawing is virtuous because it reveals with 
honesty; the beauty of the body corresponds with that of the soul, and thus is permanent 
and stable.101 A heavily made up woman, by contrast, is equated with color, charming but 
deceptive, for it hides the absence of true beauty and is ephemeral and transitory. For 
Pedro, calling Lucrecia atrevida pintora is thus a way of suggesting that she has been 
untrue even if, as mentioned earlier, his accusation does nothing more than reaffirm 
Lucrecia’s innocence. In this sense, Lucrecia’s chastity is ultimately aligned to the moral 
superiority of disegno.102 However, Pedro’s accusation also reveals other, more pressing 
concerns about painting, most particularly, about its contemporary modes of production 
and marketing.  
As Miguel Falomir has analyzed, a veritable boom of the private art market 
occurred in Spain around 1600, when no longer restricted to royalty and nobility, the 
consumption of paintings became a widespread phenomenon.103 One of the consequences 
of this growing demand for paintings was a considerable increase in the number of 
painters, many of them autodidacts seduced by the lucrative possibilities that the painting 
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business could offer.104 Lacking any formal training, these amateurs would produce 
paintings cheaply and sold them at low prices in the streets, a venue that in the 
seventeenth century was synonymous with the lowest artistic quality.105   
From the perspective of professional painters trained in the highly regulated 
system of the traditional workshop, this boom of untrained painters constituted a 
dangerous threat, one that could have serious economic connotations. Not surprisingly, 
art theorists and critics were quick to point out the perils of this new phenomenon in their 
treatises. Thus, while Pacheco condemns the “multitude” of artists devoted to facile 
paintings in the interest of economic profit, Carducho wishes to banish the public sale of 
painting (and the low prices associated with it).106 
Guaranteeing the monopoly of the production of high-quality paintings was 
certainly one of the main reasons behind the failed attempts to establish an Academy of 
drawing in Madrid (probably in 1619). As we saw earlier, in contrast to drawing, color 
was morally reproved for being deceptive. For art theorists such as Carducho, another 
essential distinction between color and drawing was the former’s lack of difficulty and 
study, an aspect that made it more suitable for inexpert artists.107 By providing regulated 
teaching and practice of drawing, the Academy could effectively distinguish trained 
artists from amateur ones, good from bad, noble from mechanical. Standing out in the 
crowd of unskilled painters, painters trained in the principles of disegno would thus not 
only be fewer, but most importantly, much more valued. 
Pedro already introduces the distinction between “good” and “bad” painters when 
defending his love for Lucrecia in the first argument with his father: 
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If you are offended by seeing so many barbarian and insolent painters, you don’t 
interpret with discretion this art’s excellence, neither you respect their divine 
praise: just as there are good and bad orators, excellent and barbarian poets, 
ignorant and excellent physicians, unlearned and eminent advocates: so there are 
also sovereign brushes, and while some paint the truth, others paint lies, because 
the good ones paint with their hands, and the bad ones, which you look at with 
ignorance, paint with their feet.108 
Trying to convince Dionis of the honesty of Lucrecia’s father, in this passage Pedro 
alludes to the growing anxiety about the emergence of a market for unskilled painters, 
urging his father to understand that while such painters exist, not all the painters, 
including Lucrecia’s father, are the same. The same idea appears later in the second act, 
when Lucrecia describes the paintings she inherited from his father as “well executed for 
having been painted slowly, few in number as a consequence of the careful study they 
required” (bien hechas por detenidas, pocas por bien estudiadas), words that imply a 
careful and studied execution.109 
Covered by the curtain of chaste virtue, Lucrecia becomes the painting of one of 
those rare artists, the product of honest skill and discipline, rather than ineptitude and 
facile execution. The idea of Lucrecia as a painting protected by a curtain also resonates 
with what we learn about how she resists the many hidalgos who desired her when she 
was displayed in her father’s house. As she explains to Dionis: “I can tell you that while 
hanging there many hidalgos desired me.”110 She is only available to the sight of the man 
who can truly understand her value, which brings to mind another typical function of the 
curtain in the artistic context: the display of exceptional paintings.  
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Within the history of baroque painting, one of the most famous anecdotes 
regarding the “covering” of extraordinary artworks relates to Caravaggio’s Amor Vincit 
Omnia (also known as Cupid) (Figure 15), painted for Vincenzo Giustiniani in c. 1601-2. 
According to Giovanni Baglione, Giustiniani was so enchanted with Caravaggio’s 
provocative painting that he displayed it under a green silk curtain, which would be 
drawn aside on occasion to amaze his guests.111 Interestingly, as Covarrubias’ definition 
of cortina (curtain) suggests, within the Spanish context the curtain could also be used as 
a dramatic device to enhance the visual enjoyment of a remarkable painting: “And so to 
draw the curtain aside means sometimes to display some marvelous case, and others to 
cover it, as it is also done with paintings.”112 In this sense, whereas, as we saw earlier, the 
curtain protected Lucrecia from undesirable viewers, it could also entice the pleasure of 
“special” ones who, like Pedro, fully appreciated the image which lay beneath. 
 
The Ideal Viewer  
  This interpretation of the curtain motif leads us to Pacheco’s notion of the 
“extrinsic nobility” of painting, which, as mentioned above, he described as “the approval 
of men.” In his Comentarios de la pintura (1560), Felipe de Guevara already stated that 
“paintings which are covered and hidden from view are deprived of their value, which 
lies in the eyes of others and their judgment by men of understanding and good 
imagination.”113 As Guevara states and Lucrecia demonstrates, however, the value of 
painting was not dependent upon the “approval” of just any men. Rather, an ideal viewer 
would combine “good understanding” and a particular social standing, that of the hidalgo 
class.114 That the social status of an appreciative viewer could fruitfully enhance the 
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nobility of painting is also expressed in Carducho’s Diálogos de la pintura, where he 
states that “a painting’s estimation varies according to the one who uses it […] thus in the 
hands of Princes virtue and science were precious Jewels, in those of knights they were 
gold of high purity, and in those of anyone else refined silver.”115   
As characterized in Los Ponces, Pedro certainly embodies the qualities of this 
“ideal” viewer described by Guevara and Carducho. He is both a wealthy nobleman and 
an educated viewer, one capable of recognizing and appreciating the value of Lucrecia, 
and, by extension, the nobility of painting. In this sense, he clearly contrasts with his 
father Dionis, who, although noble and rich, becomes an epitome of artistic ignorance. A 
clear indication of Dionis’s artistic illiteracy is found in the following passage, in which 
Lope ironically depicts Dionis’s astonishment before a painting that walks and speaks: 
 
Place the painting crowned with rays and laurels next to the sun, and I will 
appreciate it while it hangs over white walls or canopies. But you’ve brought me, 
whatever honest, from her first parents and brushes, a living painting that walks 
and speaks, and which corresponds neither to the canvas nor to the panel.116 
This passage underscores Dionis’s inability to recognize that it is precisely because 
Lucrecia speaks, because she is able to produce discourse, that she pertains to a higher 
artistic terrain, that of the liberal arts.117 The connection is made clear a few lines later, 
when after Lucrecia pronounces her apologetic speech, Dionis dismissively states: 
“Poetry is how they call a painting that speaks. So must this lady be. My son is a man.”118 
Lope’s cleverly articulated irony in these words reveals Dionis’s comical 
misunderstanding of the painting-poetry association, one of the most elevated arguments 
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for the nobility of painting during the period. In this sense, he vividly exemplifies 
Francisco de Holanda’s description of the artistically uneducated man: “When a man fails 
to understand or appreciate the most noble art of painting, this is due to his own 
deficiency…Such a man is barbarous and witless and lacks one of the most honorable 
parts that a man should have.”119 
Unaware of current theoretical debates about painting, Dionis’s interests are much 
baser, and he is unable to see beyond Lucrecia’s low social station. Indeed, it is worth 
noting that one of Dionis’ firmest contentions about Lucrecia was the fact that she was 
poor,120 an aspect that recalls one of the period’s most important economic arguments in 
defense of the nobility of painting: the notion that the value of painting did not reside in 
its materiality.121 Later in the century, the argument would be used to justify the 
exemption to pay the infamous alcabala. Usually, the alcabala was determined by the 
value of the product’s material.122 However, as artists constantly argued through 
theoretical treatises and legal depositions, it was not the material but “science and study” 
that infused value to their art, an idea they further demonstrated by remarking that the 
actual material of painting, colors and a bit of canvas, was indeed of very little monetary 
value.123 
By concentrating his disapproval of Lucrecia on her poverty, Dionis betrays his 
artistic ignorance while embodying the vicious nature of those who, driven only by 
economic profit, cannot understand the higher “benefits” they can obtain from an 
honorable painting. In this sense, it is worth noting that, from Dionis’ perspective, 
Lucrecia’s poverty is not only relevant in terms of her unequal social status, but, perhaps 
more importantly, in terms of her unprofitability. We saw earlier how Dionis used 
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explicit economic terms to describe his arrangements to marry his son with a noble and 
wealthy woman. Facing the prospect of a daughter-in-law devoid of any monetary 
income, he asks: “Which law says that beauty has ever been of any profit to a father-in-
law?”124 
 
The “Economic” Frame 
References to the economic profit painters derived from their works abound in 
Spanish Golden Age Theater, where they are often criticized for the dubious methods 
they employ to make money. In the case of the comedias, one of the most recurrent 
notions is that of the artist who “steals” women’s likenesses to sell their portraits.125 
Earlier we saw an example of this procedure in Lope’s Peribáñez, where the painter 
creates a portrait of Casilda without her consent. In La ilustre fregona (pub. 1641), 
another of Lope’s plays, the economic implications of this kind of portraiture are more 
explicit. As Diego describes in reference to the portrait of Constanza: “The painter was 
able to portray her by viewing her from a small hole (that was in the wall), because love 
can conquer all, if there is diligence and money.”126 One of the perils of these so-called 
“retratos al vuelo” was their frequent inaccuracy in depicting the sitters’ features.127 
Moreover, painted from the distance to hide the artist’s presence, these portraits were not 
only inaccurate but also misleadingly adulatory.128 In fact, painting’s tendency to flatter, 
especially in the case of portraiture, was a much recurring point of criticism, particularly 
when it was accompanied by an overt economic interest. In Tirso de Molina’s Quien 
calla otorga (c. 1627), for instance, Narcisa makes the connection clear when she is 
confronted by a suspiciously good-looking portrait of the Count Carlos: “I know it is 
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interest that moves Apelles, because his brush is made of gold, to turn a Polifemo into a 
Medoro.”129 Making reference to Apelles’ economically driven ability to turn the 
monstrous Polifemo into the beautiful Medoro, Narcisa calls attention to the fact that a 
sitter’s beauty was often proportional to the amount of money paid: In other words, even 
for a painter as honorable as Apelles, money could be an important consideration. 
 The characterization of Lucrecia’s parents as humble and poor certainly contrasts 
with these contemporary opinions about painting as a lucrative activity. However, it is 
worth noting that, while the marriage between Pedro and Lucrecia brings no monetary 
profit to Dionis, Lucrecia’s parents were aware of the benefits it will bring to their 
daughter. When Lucrecia is delivering her apologetic speech to Dionis, she deploys the 
language of marketplace value by remarking that her parents: “were happy to give such 
esteemed painting to a wealthy and noble man (thus raising her value from silver to 
jewel, as Carducho suggested) so that could make (her) a gilded frame.130 
 Notable here is Lucrecia’s reference to the “gilded frame” with which her parents 
expected Pedro Ponce to enclose her. As in the case of the curtain discussed above, the 
frame becomes an ingenious motif by which Lope underlines the metonymic relationship 
which assimilates Lucrecia to painting and, more particularly, the marriage to the 
“purchase” of a painting. Moreover, like the curtain motif, the frame functions both at a 
material and at a symbolic level. In her double role as woman and painting, Lucrecia 
achieves a new status by being “framed:” As a woman, the frame of marriage legitimates 
her as wife and future mother; as a painting, the gilded frame increases her value.   
 While, as has been often pointed out, the frame tends to be invisible to the 
viewer, within the history of western art its presence has been paradoxically essential to 
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the process of artistic reception.131 Strategically located between the wall and the picture, 
the frame constitutes a transitional space that separates the real from the unreal (the 
“frontier,” as Ortega y Gasset calls it),132 calling attention to the identity of what is 
framed; defining, in other words, its status as “painting.”133 The effect is even greater 
when the frame is gilded. During the seventeenth century, frames were regarded as 
objects that helped embellish and accentuate the paintings they surrounded, and gilded 
frames, with their metallic effects enjoyed often by the candle light, perfectly 
accomplished such function.134 More importantly, such frames were often provided by 
the recipient of the painting, since, by the seventeenth century, they were rarely made by 
painters, but by furniture makers and wood carvers.135  
Thus, commissioned separately by the art patron, the act of framing a picture 
conferred, as Paul Mitchell suggests, a sense of ownership,136 since it responded to the 
values, aims, and particular tastes of the owner rather than those of the artist.137 
Lucrecia’s hopes that her husband provides her with a gilded frame clearly responds to 
this tradition. But Lucrecia, or for the same matter the painting she represents, will also 
gain something in return: no longer desnuda (naked), as she describes herself at the 
beginning of the first act, she will now be adorned with the opulence of gold.138 In other 
words, by conferring the owner’s imprint, the gilded frame also grants Lucrecia, the 
painting-wife, with a new status.  
The gilded frame functions as an inventive trope referring to what is really at the 
core of the matter: the hacienda (estate) that Pedro [re-]claims from his father and 
through which Lucrecia’s final transformation, from poor laborer to wealthy and noble 
lady, will be enacted. As Pedro hopes his father to understand: “I married a virtuous and 
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well-born lady: give me money and I will give you a discreet and beautiful daughter-in-
law.”139 
As Javier Portús has suggested, by reuniting Pedro and Lucrecia at the end of the 
play, Lope reinforces the notion of the nobility of painting because it sanctions what 
otherwise would seem to be an unequal marriage.140 However, it is only when Pedro re-
inherits, in other words, when the likening of Lucrecia to an estimable picture in a golden 
frame is finally realized, that Lucrecia is fully absorbed into the noble discourse. The 
economic issue is particularly relevant here, for it is not so much “nobility” that Lucrecia 
lacks, but the monetary wealth that will effectively enhance it. This essential distinction 
is clearly pointed out by Bernardo in the first act of the play, when, trying to dissuade 
Dionis to accept Lucrecia as his daughter-in-law exclaims: “you have the money, she has 
the nobility.”141 Lucrecia also diminishes the importance of the “economic frame” by 
suggesting that, even if desguarnecida (unframed) by Dionis’ rejection she will 
nonetheless preserve her virtue.142 As Lucrecia’s words suggest, the “frame” is thus only 
an accessory adornment to the intrinsic value of the painting.143 However, it is also the 
aspect that most effectively signals the painting’s worth. In this sense, it is interesting to 
note that the frame, as well as the curtain discussed above, are “expositional accessories” 
devised to enhance the value of a painting when it is on display.144 
Through the unusual union of Pedro and Lucrecia, one that Lope casts in terms of 
the purchase of a painting, the nobility of painting is simultaneously emphasized and 
economically rewarded. In fact, it is also the hacienda that allows the son of Pedro and 
Lucrecia to marry the noble Serafina, a generational tale that re-establishes the validity of 
lineage as part of the happy ending.145 In this sense, Pedro and Lucrecia enact a new 
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notion of artistic nobility in which the language of economic value in the marketplace 
intertwines with traditional aristocratic values. As bearers of this new order, Pedro and 
Lucrecia necessarily challenge an older one, that represented by their parents. It is not a 
coincidence that, by the end of the play, all of them have died, for their death might be 
read as the symbolic passage from one order to the other. Whereas Lucrecia’s father 
represented the virtue of honest (but unprofitable) labor, Lucrecia receives the attention 
of the nobility and climbs the social ladder; and whereas Dionis exemplified the 
artistically ignorant nobleman, Pedro embodies a new model of nobility deeply educated 
in artistic matters and conscious of the more elastic values of the emergent marketplace 
for art.  
 
Conclusion 
In tune with contemporary artistic debates, Lucrecia’s social transformation 
clearly foregrounds the elevation of painting from mechanical to liberal art. However, 
Lope clearly emphasizes the fact that such elevation is necessarily bound to the ability of 
the nobleman to incorporate the economic value of painting into the argument for its 
larger cultural worth. In this sense, Lope seems to be presenting us with a new order in 
which the nobility of painting does not stand in opposition to the emergent consumerist 
culture, but actively participates within it.  
Lope’s attempt to educate his audience in artistic matters is not atypical of his 
theatrical production. As Laura Bass has recently suggested in The Drama of the Portrait, 
“shaping an urban visual culture” was essential to the plays of Lope and other Spanish 
playwrights of the early modern period.146 If, as suggested above, Los Ponces de 
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Barcelona was specifically directed to an aristocratic audience that might have sponsored 
the creation of the play, Lope’s attempt to reconcile painting’s economic and noble 
dimensions is even more significant. Lope might be offering a sort of autobiographical 
meditation by which painting and the comedia stand side by side in the complex 
mechanisms which characterized the economic culture of the Spanish court. Lope’s own 
position within the court was in fact very similar to that of artists devoted to supplying 
the court with devotional paintings, portraits, still-lives and mythologies. Often criticized 
for “selling” plays to theater companies, he also aspired to become the king’s royal 
chronicler.147 By reflecting about the economic value of painting and its nobility in Los 
Ponces de Barcelona, in turn, Lope might have also been saying something about 
himself.  
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Something similar occurs in the third act, when Lucrecia explains the tragedy to his son: “He 
(Pedro) married me, and while he lived, my father fed him in his house. He (my father) died, and 
with him, did my hope.” In the Spanish version, Act III, 548-551: “Casose conmigo, y diole/ mi 
pobre padre en su casa/ de comer, mientras viuio,/ murio, y con el mi esperança.”  
 
33 Although several passages throughout the play reveal that only Lucrecia’s father was a painter, 
it is plausible to assume that her mother would have also participated in some of the workshop’s 
activities.  
 
34 In this, he also contrasts with his good friend Severo, another nobleman who represents a sort 
of ideal nobleman, generous and understanding, someone who in fact is able to appreciate the 
nobility of painting (in several occasions, he defends Lucrecia before Dionis). For example, when 
describing Severo’s house, Pedro states: “Here, Lucrecia, they spend their estate in virtues. Come 
in to be well received, for he is a great nobleman.” In the Spanish version, Act I, 165-166: “Aquí 
en virtudes emplean,/ Lucrecia el mayor caudal./ Entra a ser bien recibida,/ que es caballero muy 
grande.”  
 
35 As some of Dionis’ peasants exclaim in the first act: “Lucrecia will loose her husband forever, 
because of a father’s rigorous cruelty, one that in mad greed surpasses Cresus and Midas.” In the 
Spanish version, Act I, 871-879: “Por Dios, hermosas pastoras,/ que por Lucrecia miréis,/ tan 
noble, y tan virtuosa,/ como mujer desdichada,/ pues ha de perder ahora/ para siempre a su 
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marido,/ por la crueldad rigurosa/ de un padre, que a Creso, y Midas/ vence en avaricia loca.”  
 
36 In his discussion of the works of Hercules, for instance, Gutiérrez de los Ríos states that 
“everybody, without exception, has the obligation to work.” Cited in MacKay, “Lazy, 
Improvident People,” 31. For a thorough discussion of these issues see José Antonio Maravall, 
“La crisis económica de los siglos XVII interpretada por los escritores de la época,” in Estudios 
de historia del pensamiento español, 2nd ed. (Madrid: Ediciones Cultura Hispánica, 1984), 151-
196. 
 
37 Carroll B. Johnson, Cervantes and the Material World (Urbana and Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 2000), 18-19.  
 
38 Act I, 518-521: “Yo tengo por mejor irme a la quinta/ de mi padre, entretanto que se pasa/ este 
furor, pues no está muy distinta/ de Barcelona.”  
 
39 Pedro describes this country estate in the following passage from the first act: “Wife, this estate 
is extremely beautiful. Here you’ll live modestly, but will be served, although by poor peasants.” 
In the Spanish version, Act I, 525-528: “Esposa,/ esta heredad es por estremo hermosa./ En ella 
viuiras humildemente,/ seruida, aunque de pobres labradores.” The custom of leaving the country 
for the city was especially acute in the particular case of the Catalan nobility. By the 17th century, 
Catalan noblemen were clearly shifting from the country to the city, with the absentee lordship 
this represented. In 1599, for instance, a Swiss medical student stated that the beauty and wealth 
of Barcelona had much to do with the fact that “many of [its] houses look like palaces, the 
gentlemen of the district having neither the custom nor desire to live in the country.” Cited in 
James S. Amelang, Honored Citizens of Barcelona: Patrician Culture and Class Relations, 1490-
1714 (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1986), 54-55. 
 
40 Johnson, Cervantes and the Material World, 19.  
 
41 Elizabeth A. Lehfeldt, “Ideal Men: Masculinity and Decline in Seventeenth-Century Spain,” 
Renaissance Quarterly 61.2 (2008): 480. 
 
42 As Lope de Deza writes: “In the end this annuity seems to me the invention of a lazy and 
covetous rich man, and a miserable and needy poor man.” Cited in Lehfeldt, “Ideal Men,” 480. 
 
43 Act I, 438-439: “A estudiarte embiaua yo las leyes/ de los Emperadores, y los Reyes.”  
 
44 Henry Kamen, Spain 1469-1714: A Society of Conflict (Harlow, UK: Pearson, 2005), 162.  
 
45 Quoted in Lehfeldt, “Ideal Men,” 464. 
 
46 Act I, 191-193: “En Lerida decían, y que ha mucho/ que vive con su suegro, y que ha dexado/ 
el habito Eclesiástico.” Later in the second act, Lucrecia also recounts how Pedro left his studies 
when he met her: “In Lerida, the illustrious young man was studying Law, when the laws of love 
found a school in my house.” In the Spanish version, Act II, 536-539: “En Lerida el moço ilustre/ 
leyes, ò Pedro, estudiaua,/ quando las leyes de amor/ su escuela hizieron mi casa.”   
 
47 As Dionis explains in the first act: “I had two thousand ducats ready for my villain son, and 
what I regret the most, I had arranged his marriage with some more, so that tomorrow he could 
inherit the most beautiful lady in this city.” In the Spanish version, Act I, 748-753: “Que tenga yo 
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para un villano hijo/ duzientos mil ducados, y tratado,/ que es lo que siento más, su casamiento/ 
con otros tantos, que mañana puede/ heredar la más hermosa dama,/ que tiene esta ciudad.”  
 
48 Act I, 476-479: “Poca, o ninguna hacienda mejoraste,/ pero la calidad no la perdiste,/ que él 
sabe, y/ sabe el mundo que es la hacienda/ tal vez para el honor la menor prenda.”  
 
49 As Lucrecia states in another instance in the first act: “Although you were rich you married a 
woman poor in riches, but wealthy in virtue.” In the Spanish version, Act I, 42-45: “Casástete 
aunque eras rico/ con una pobre de hazienda,/ pero rica de la prenda/ que en la virtud significo.”  
 
50 As is well known that, in early modern Spain, manual labor was considered dishonorable 
precisely because there were rules prohibiting nobles from working. See MacKay, “Lazy, 
Improvident People,” 86. 
 
51 For example, during this period Saint Isidro and Saint Joseph became venerated symbols of 
agricultural and artisanal labor, respectively. Noted in Lehfeldt, “Ideal Men,” 473.   
 
52 In the original Spanish, “Exhortación a la honra y favor de los que trabajan contra los ociosos, 
para las personas de todos los estados.” For a discussion of the text see Emilie L. Bergmann, Art 
Inscribed: Essays on Ekphrasis in Spanish Golden Age Poetry (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1979), 28. Bergman points out that Gutiérrez de los Ríos, jurist and professor of law in 
Salamanca, was in fact an arbitrista, calling attention to the fact that his Noticia was dedicated to 
Philip III’s valido, the Duke of Lerma. The addition of the “exhortation” has puzzled some 
historians. For example, Julián Gallego, El pintor de artesano a artista, 63, notes that, in a text 
presumably written to advance painting’s noble status it seems contradictory to exhort the reader 
to work. However, Bergman believes Gutiérrez de los Ríos’s discussion of the artes liberales 
should be understood as a text that works “in preparation for his final exhortation.” For a recent 
analysis of Gutiérrez de los Ríos’s text, see José María Cervelló, Gaspar Gutiérrez de los Ríos y 
su Noticia general para la estimación de las artes (Madrid: Fundación de Apoyo a la Historia del 
Arte Hispánico, 2006).  
 
53 One of the passages from the Memorial reads as follows: “And to the Kingdom it would be of 
great interest and profit.” In the Spanish version: “Y a todo el reino viene a ser de grandísimo 
interés y provecho.” Included in Francisco Calvo Serraller, Teoría de la pintura del Siglo de Oro 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 1981), 169. 
 
54 Another passage from the Memorial reads: “Experience has shown us that because we lack 
[knowledge of drawing] we have been forced to look for artists in foreign lands. This has proven 
to be very costly, since we’ve been sending great sums of gold and silver, which, as we often 
lament, constantly leaves these Kingdoms. For this season it is necessary that we train men with 
the same perfection achieved in other countries, and this will be possible through this Academy.” 
In the Spanish original: “Y que por experiencia se ha visto, que por carecer los naturales de esta 
parte, han faltado en la perfección, y así ha sido fuerza enviar a los reinos extranjeros por 
artifices, a muy grandísima costa, y por todas las cosas necesarias de las artes referidas, enviando 
por ellas tan grande suma de oro y plata, como de continuo sale de estos reinos (daño tan 
prevenido y llorado), y que no tiene otro remedio si no es criar hombres que con la perfección que 
en los otros reinos se hacen, se hagan en éstos, lo cual se hará mediante esta Academia.” 
Reprinted in Serraller, Teoría de la pintura, 169. 
 
55 A similar argument is developed in Miguel Falomir, “The Value of Painting in Renaissance 
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Spain,” in Economia e arte secc. XIII-XVIII, ed. Simonetta Cavaciocchi (Florence: Le Monnier, 
2002), 243-244. 
 
56 As Mackay, “Lazy, Improvident People,” 23, states: “Work literally was synonymous with 
hardship.” 
 
57 Act I, 448-450: “Dónde quieres que cuelgue esta pintura,/ que tú llames imagen de tu esposa?”  
 
58 For this issue see especially Melveena McKendrick, The Revealing Image: Stage Portraits in 
the Theatre of the Golden Age. Papers in Spanish Theatre History 2 (London: Department of 
Hispanic Studies, Queen Mary and Westfield College, 1996); and Gridley McKim-Smith and 
Marcia Welles, “Portrait of a Lady: The Violence of Vision,” in Brave New Words: Studies in 
Spanish Golden Age Literature, ed. Edward H. Freedman and Catherine Larson (New Orleans: 
University Press of the South, 1996), 221-46. 
 
59 McKim-Smith and Welles, “Portrait of a Lady,” 225. 
 
60 For the notion of “fetishization” in this play see Emilie L. Bergmann, “Visual and Verbal 
Modes of Representation in Peribáñez,” in Studies in Honor of Elias Rivers, ed. Bruno M. 
Damiani and Ruth El Saffar (Potomac: Scripta Humanistica, 1989), 44. For the idea of the portrait 
propelling unbridled passion see Mary Gaylord Randel, “The Portrait and the Creation of 
Peribáñez,” Romanische Forschungen,85:1/2 (1973): 150. For the Comendador’s confusion see: 
McKendrick, The Revealing Image, 15. 
 
61 McKendrick, “El libre albedrío,” 185.  
 
62 McKendrick, “El libre albedrío,” 178.  
 
63 Act I, 460-463: “Puesto que de Don Pedro te ofendiste,/ aunque no despreciaste los pintores,/ 
dexandolos a parte, escucha, que habla/ de un honrado pintor la mejor tabla.”  
 
64 In Calderón’s La vida es sueño, for instance, Rosaura describes herself as a portrait of her 
mother in destiny and character: “I was born so like her, that I was a portrait, a copy, if not of her 
beauty, then of her fortune and works.” In the Spanish original: “Nací yo tan parecida,/ que fui un 
retrato,/ una copia,/ ya que en la hermosura no,/ en la dicha y en las obras.” Cited and translated 
in Bass, Drama of the Portrait, 64. 
 
65 Thus, closely following Ripa’s prescription, in his Arte de la pintura Pacheco describes 
painting as: “A most beautiful woman, with dark, flowing and twisted hair: her arched eyebrows 
signaling her fantastic and deep thoughts.” In the Spanish original: “Una matrona bellísima con 
cabellos negros, ensortijados y esparcidos; las cejas enarcadas en señal de los fantásticos y 
profundos pensamientos.” I am using the edition of Bonaventura Bassegoda Hugas (Madrid: 
Catedra, 1990), 141. Giles Knox has recently identified Velázquez’s Female Figure (c. 1648), at 
the Meadows Museum in Dallas, with an allegory of painting partially based in Ripa’s 
prescription. See The Late Paintings of Velázquez: Theorizing Painterly Performance (Farnham, 
UK: Ashgate, 2009), 44.  
 
66 Mary D. Garrard has discussed this issue in relation to Artemisia Gentileschi’s Self-Portrait as 
the Allegory of Painting (c. 1630): “A female personification for pittura could usefully signal, 
through the very unusualness of her connection with an activity largely practiced by men, that she 
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stood for Art, an abstract essence superior to the mere existence of artists. See “Artemisia 
Gentileschi’s Self-Portrait as the Allegory of Painting,” Art Bulletin, 62.2 (1980): 101. On the 
subject of female allegories see Marina Warner, Monuments and Maidens: The Allegory of the 
Female Form, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).  
 
67 Act I, 450-451: “Qué me importa que el arte sea excelente/ de quién esta pintura le compraste?”  
 
68 Dionis’ reference to Lucrecia as a painting that his son has bought reminds us of the extent to 
which marriage constituted an economic transaction during the early modern period. When, as 
mentioned above, Dionis reveals his plans to marry Pedro with a noble and wealthy woman, he 
treats the subject in overt economic terms: a price has been established for the future bride, whom 
Pedro will “inherit.” For marriage as economic transaction see Mary Elizabeth Perry, Gender and 
Disorder in Early Modern Seville (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990), 65-67; 
Marlene K. Smith, The Beautiful Woman in the Theater of Lope de Vega: Ideology and 
Mythology of Female Beauty in Seventeenth-Century Spain (New York: Peter Lang, 1998), 136-
141.  
 
69 McKim-Smith and Welles, “Portrait of a Lady,” 229. 
 
70 McKendrick, The Revealing Image, 16. As McKim-Smith and Welles, “Portrait of a Lady,” 
229, further suggest: “…like women, paintings are indeterminate, resistant to rhetorical control, 
associated with emotional response, commodified, assigned value because of their beauty, 
possessed by men as symbols of status, (and) displayed in controlled settings on condition that 
they not be touched.” 
 
71 See Pacheco, Arte, 142-163, and Vicente Carducho, Diálogos de la Pintura, ed. Francisco 
Calvo Serraller (Madrid: Turner, 1976) 298-303. Lope himself would use the same argument in 
the deposition in favor of the case of Vicente Carducho: “And thanks to the munificence of our 
prudent King [Philip II], Federico Zuccaro and Luca Cambiaso, who worked at The Escorial, 
returned to Italy as rich men […]. Also, when the Prince of Wales, now King of England, came to 
Spain he sought out diligently all the best paintings that could be found, for which he paid 
extremely high prices.” Translated in Enggass and Brown, Italy and Spain, 170-171. 
 
72 Zarinés Negrón, “Francisco Pacheco: Economist for the Art World,” in Economic Engagements 
with Art, ed. Neil De Marchi and Craufurd D. W. Goodwin (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
1999), 34. About the School of Salamanca see also Marjorie Grice-Hutchinson, Early Economic 
Thought in Spain 1177-1740 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1978), 81-121. 
 
73 Negrón, “Francisco Pacheco: Economist,” 34. 
 
74 De Soto’s De justitia et jure (1553), as cited in Negrón, “Francisco Pacheco: Economist,” 35.   
 
75 Negrón, “Francisco Pacheco: Economist,” 36.   
 
76 Translated in Negrón, “Francisco Pacheco: Economist,” 36. Pacheco, Arte, 234-235, 237: 
“Dicen los primeros que la nobleza de una cosa se debe considerar en dos maneras, la una que 
nace de la aprobación de los hombres, y pende de juicio ajeno, que se llama nobleza estrínseca o 
por accidente. La otra que consiste en la naturaleza y perfeción propia de la cosa, a la cual llaman 
nobleza intrínseca porque nace de sí mesma y participa de la filosofía, o a lo menos le pertenece. 
Pero, a mi parecer, ambas dos noblezas se pueden atribuir al arte de que hablamos; […] Así que 
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juntando la una y otra nobleza decimos que si el precio de una cosa, la dificultad de hacerla, la 
utilidad que trae, el honor que se le atribuye de las personas grandes, el incitar a la virtud, la 
disciplina y enseñanza que causa en el pueblo son partes para hacer una arte, o un artífice 
verdaderamente noble, no hay duda que, concurriendo todas juntas en ésta de que hablamos, será 
de sumo precio, dignidad y esplendor.”  
 
77 Saravia de la Calle, Instrucción de mercaderes (1547), as cited in Negrón, “Francisco Pacheco: 
Economist,” 35. In similar terms, in 1550 Juan Medina proposed that if a new kind of 
merchandise was brought into a place, and there was no law to determine its price, then we 
should consider the factors proceeding from the vendor, from the purchaser, and the commodity 
itself (its scarcity or abundance, the advantages it offers, etc.). Cited in Johnson, Cervantes and 
the Material World, 34-35.  
 
78 Act II, 544-547: “No me venció con papeles,/ no me rindió con palabras,/ no me ganó con 
terceros,/ ni ellos con promesas falsas.”  
 
79 Act I, 22-25: “Tú sabes si esto es verdad,/ pues un año de conquista/ apenas te dio a mi vista/ 
ocasión, ni libertad.”  
 
80 Act I, 464-467: “Colgada estaba en casa de mi padre/ la pintura que ves con la cortina,/ que 
desde niña me cubrió mi madre/ de su honesta virtud y su doctrina.”  
 
81 In his Historia de la Orden de San Jerónimo, Fray José de Sigüenza already recounted how the 
nude leg in a painting of Saint Margaret had been covered by a “fake cloth.” Cited in Pierre Civil, 
“Erotismo y pintura mitológica en la España del Siglo de Oro,” Edad de Oro 9 (1990): 43. The 
curtain as a displaying instrument is also discussed in Victor I. Stoichita, The Self-Aware Image: 
An Insight into Early Modern Meta-Painting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
60-61. 
 
82 Noted in Javier Portús, “De salas reservadas y otros paraísos cerrados,” in El desnudo en el 
Museo del Prado, ed. Javier Portús (Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg, 1998) 98. 
 
83 The ambiguous nature of the curtain, as a device simultaneously occulting and drawing 
attention to what lies behind is vividly manifested in a passage from another play by Lope, La 
necedad del discreto (1647), in which, interestingly, the same analogy woman-painting is 
suggested: “In a woman the first resistance is not such, since her natural shame places her 
between desire and fear, and functions in a way similar to the curtain which covers a painting.” In 
the Spanish original, Act II, 574-578: “La primera resistencia,/ no es en mujer ninguna, 
agradecida,/ que la vergüenza natural la pone/ entre el deseo, y el temor, y sirve/ de lo que la 
cortina en la pintura.”  
 
84 As Pedro asks his father: “How could a woman’s dowry benefit you? What else should she 
bring besides chastity and nobility?” In the Spanish original, Act I, 280-283: “Que aumento darle 
podia/ el dote de vna muger?/ o que mas deue traer,/ que castidad, y hidalguia?”  
 
85 As Lucrecia states in the first act: “As inheritance they left me this treasure, which, for a man of 
discretion is of greater value than gold.” In the Spanish original, Act I, 18-21: “Dexaronme este 
tesoro/ por herencia, que en efeto/ es para vn hombre discreto/ de mayor valor que el oro.”  
 
86 As noted in Trambaioli, “El galán suelto y el figurón,” 492.  
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87 Lucrecia makes this comparison in the third act, when Pedro discovers her in bed with another 
man (who happens to be his son): “I am Lucrecia, and I won’t let the Roman Lucrecia to 
advantage me. And to prove it suffice to say that I have lived virtuously in this house, yet because 
I am poor I have only one bed, which I share with your son, who is the cause of your distress.” In 
the Spanish original, Act III, 1005-1010: “Yo soy/ Lucrecia que a la de Roma/ No pienso darle 
ventaja,/ y para prouarlo sobra/ que en esta casa he viuido/ con opinion virtuosa./ Por mi pobreza 
no tengo/ mas que aquella cama sola,/ en que duermo con tu hijo,/ que es el que agrauia tu 
honra.” See also Trambaioli, “El galán suelto y el figurón,” 493. 
 
88 It is worth noting that the theme of the woman taken in adultery constituted one of the most 
dishonorable “infamies” against male honor. See Julio Caro Baroja, “Honour and Shame: A 
Historical Account of Several Conflicts,” in Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean 
Society, ed. J.G. Peristiany (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 86. For a more 
thorough discussion of this issue see: Georgina Dopico Black, Perfect Wives, Other Women: 
Adultery and Inquisition in Early Modern Spain (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001). 
 
89 In Vives’s words: “I think it is abundantly clear that chastity is, so to speak, the queen of 
female virtues.” See The Education of a Christian Woman: A Sixteenth-Century Manual, trans. 
Charles Fantazzi (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 118. 
 
90 Vives, The Education of a Christian Woman, 116.  
 
91 Act I, 209-210: “Y aun sera cierto/ que alguna mujercilla le ha engañado.” 
 
92 Act III, 922-929: “Abre, infamia de mujer,/ abre, mujer alevosa,/ abre, esta puerta villana,/ 
abre, atrevida pintora,/ Abre, pues tan mal pintaste/ la figura de la honra,/ que en mí pusiste las 
luces,/ y en ti pusiste las sombras.”  
 
93 This notion is clear from the following dialogue between Dionis and his good friend Bernardo: 
“Dionis: Poor, beautiful, and virtuous, rare thing.Virtuous you say in a poor beautiful woman? 
Bernardo: Aren’t there many of that kind? Dionis: Not but a few, that’s why their rectitude, 
beauty and virtue are so esteemed.”In the Spanish original, Act I, 205-210: “Dionis: Pobre, 
hermosa, y virtud, estraña cosa./  Virtud dizes en pobre con belleza?/ Bernardo: No ay muchas 
que lo son?/ Dionis: No sino pocas,/ que por esso se estima su firmeza, Hermosura, y virtud.”  
 
94 See Jacqueline Lichtenstein, The Eloquence of Color: Rhetoric and Painting in the French 
Classical Age, trans. Emily McVarish (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 41.  
 
95 Jacqueline Lichtenstein, “Making Up Representations: The Risks of Femininity,” 
Representations 20 (1987): 77-87.  
 
96 Lichtenstein, “Making Up Representations,” 78. For a discussion of similar notions in the 18th 
century see Melissa Hyde, “The “Makeup” of the Marquise: Boucher’s Portrait of Pompadour at 
Her Toilette,” Art Bulletin 82.3 (2000): 453-475. See also, by the same author, Making Up the 
Rococo: Francois Boucher and His Critics (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2006).     
 
97 Epístola III: “A Licida dama fea, afeitada, mentirosa, y que aprendía a pintar,” in Alonso 
Jerónimo de Salas Barbadillo, Coronas del Parnaso y platos de las musas (Madrid: Imprenta del 
Reino, a costa de la Hermandad, 1635), 234 (f)-235 (r). 
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98 In the Spanish original, Salas Barbadillo, Coronas del Parnaso, 234 (f)-235 (r): “Si la destreza 
con que te pintas los carrillos, la trasladaras a los lienços, en vez de Licida te aclamaramos todos 
doña Apeles.  Mas que digo, en todo yerras, porque sobre fealdad tan horrible, aquello mismo que 
piensas que la corrige, la aumenta, y viene a ser el remedio tu mayor daño.”  
 
99 For contemporary opinions about makeup in the Spanish context see: Fray Antonio Marqués, 
Afeite y mundo mujeril, ed. Fernando Rubio (Barcelona: Juan Flors, 1964). 
 
100 Carducho, Diálogos, 248: “Parece la pintura de buen dibujo, y sin colorido a una dama de 
buenas facciones, bien proporcionada, airosa, y de excelentes virtudes, y entendimiento, pero 
trigueña de color, y poco adornada. El colorido sin dibujo, una dama blanca y rubia, y colorada, 
bien vestida y adornada, mas de malas proporciones, sin gracia ni entendimiento, que no 
comunicada, no hay duda que a primera vista se lleva el agrado, porque lo rubio y blanco 
disimula mucho, como no sea demasiada la comunicación, que con ella será fuerza descubrirse 
las faltas del cuerpo y alma; al contrario que la trigueña, que como de ordinario parece 
corresponde el cuerpo a la hermosura del alma, y más fondo se halla en su entendimiento, y es 
hermosura fija y permanente, y la otra con cualquier cosa se aja y desluce; con lo que lo malo que 
son en ella las proporciones y las formas, se descubren con vituperio suyo.”  
 
101 A passage from Baldassare Castiglione, El cortesano, translated by Juan Boscán and published 
in Barcelona in 1534 is interesting in this regard: “Estraño deseo tienen generalmente todas las 
mujeres de ser, o a lo menos de parecer hermosas, por eso lo que naturalmente en esto no 
alcanzaron, con artificio trabajan de alcanzarlo […] Cuánto más que todas las otras agrada la que 
muestra su color limpio y natural sin mistura de artificio […]? Esta es aquella descuidada pureza 
que tanto suele contentar a nuestros ojos y a nuestro espíritu, el cual siempre anda recelándose de 
donde quiera que haya artificio, porque allí sospecha que hay engaño.” I am using the edition of 
Miguel Menéndez Pelayo (Madrid: S. Aguirre, 1942), 81-82. Part of this quote is mentioned in 
Patricia L. Reilly, “The Taming of the Blue: Writing Out Color in Italian Renaissance Theory,” in 
The Expanding Discourse: Feminism and Art History eds. Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard 
(New York: Harper-Collins, 1992), 95.  
 
102 The connection is most fitting because, as Lichtenstein and others have suggested, the 
theoretical reprobation of color often made use of the language of prostitution. See Lichtenstein, 
“Making Up Representations,” 79. 
 
103 Miguel Falomir, “Artists’ Responses to the Emergence of Markets for Paintings in Spain, c. 
1600,” in Mapping Markets for Paintings in Europe 1450-1750, eds. Neil de Marchi and Hans J. 
van Miegroet (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006), 136. Partly, this responded to the growing fashion of 
decorating houses with paintings. See Falomir, “The Value of Painting,” 240. 
 
104 Falomir, “Artists’ Responses,” 137. 
 
105 As one of Lope de Vega’s characters stated in relation to one of those “street-painters” in El 
príncipe perfecto (1618): “This (painter) is not like those who profess the art, but like those who 
hang their infamous paintings in the streets.” In the Spanish original, Act III, 85-88: “No es éste/ 
de los que el arte profesan/ sino de éstos que en las calles/ pinturas infames cuelgan.” Quoted in 
Falomir, “The Value of Painting,” 241. A similar notion appears in the following dialogue from 
Lope’s El caballero del sacramento (1621): “On the inn’s facade I have seen some people 
hanging not so good paintings, because there are not many good ones, and those which are good 
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do not hang in the streets.” In the Spanish original, Act II, 626-31: “La posada/ tiene enfrente vna 
portada,/ donde oy he visto colgar/ Muchas no buenas pinturas./ que las buenas no sobraran,/ ni 
en las calles las colgaran.” 
 
106 Pacheco, Arte, 414: “But those who work because they think painting is an easy art, attending 
more to profit than to science’s honor (as that wise man lamented talking about his own time, 
almost with the same words: “Now they work more for money than for virtue”) will say that the 
masters they follow have great authority.” In the Spanish original: “Pero dirá toda la 
muchedumbre de los que trabaxan por la facilidad de la pintura, atendiendo más al provecho de la 
ganancia que al honor de la ciencia (cosa que lamentaba el otro sabio hablando de su tiempo, casi 
por las mesmas palabras, diciendo: “Ahora más se trabaja por la riqueza que por la virtud”) que 
harta autoridad tienen los maestros a quien siguen.” As ibid, 66, also suggests: “The reason why 
our nation lacks this honorable art is that most practitioners reduce it to a mere profit, without 
aspiring to the glorious end it promises.” In the Spanish original: “Que sola nuestra nación 
carezca deste loable empleo, culpa es de la mayor parte de los que tratan de ella, que la tienen 
reducida sólo a la mayor ganancia, sin aspirar al glorioso fin que ella promete.” 
 Carducho, Diálogos, 440: “How great it would be if there was not a pre-established price 
for paintings, set with miserly arrangements, and rather those prices were given with generosity! 
How great it would be if there were not workshops or public selling of paintings (both being the 
cause of so much contempt), but instead [paintings] were treated like illustrious and sovereign 
things, and were nor publicly executed neither were charged at ordinary prices, like common and 
modest things!” In the Spanish original: “O quien viera, que en las pinturas no hubiese precio 
pecunial señalado, con conciertos míseros y regateados, sino que con generosidad se dieran, 
correspondiendo con agradecimiento considerable! O quien no viera obradores, o tiendas públicas 
(lo uno, y lo otro causa de tanto vilipendio y desestimación) sino que como cosas ilustradas y 
soberanas, no se vieran obrar, ni se pusieran al precio ordinario, como las cosas comunes y 
humildes!”  
 
107 Referring to the school of colorists, Carducho, Diálogos, 190 explains: “This school has 
always been accused for focusing on the beauty and facility of color, leaving drawing aside and 
flying from contemplative work, assimilating the features of the external painter while ignoring 
those of the internal one: These painters are known as great colorists and poor draftsmen, great 
practitioners and poor theoreticians.” In the Spanish original: “De esta falta ha sido imputada la 
escuela que siempre se aplicó a la belleza y facilidad del colorido, y tuvo por acertado no dibujar, 
huyendo del trabajo contemplativo, y acogiéndose con la aceptación del Pintor externo, 
estrañando y desconociendo al interno: a los tales llaman grandes coloristas, y poco dibujantes, 
grandes prácticos y poco teóricos.”  
 
108 Act I, 416-427: “Si te ofende el mirar tantos pintores/ bárbaros, y atrevidos, no interpretas/ con 
discreción del arte los primores,/ ni su divina estimación respetas:/ como hay buenos, y malos 
Oradores,/ excelentes, y bárbaros Poetas,/ médicos ignorantes, y excelentes, causídicos indoctos, 
y eminentes:/ Así también pinceles soberanos,/ que unos pintan verdad, y otros mentiras,/ porque 
los raros pintan con las manos,/ y con los pies los que ignorantes miras.”  
 
109 Act II, 552-55: “Quedaronnos por hazienda/ algunas pintadas tablas,/ bien hechas por 
detenidas,/ pocas por bien estudiadas,/ Y como el arte, y el tiempo/ no agradece la ignorancia,/ 
harto fue que nos valiessen para boluer a su patria.” This passage also implies that, contrasting 
with new modes of production that facilitated a quasi-industrial approach to painting, Lucrecia’s 
parents take care to create a few, yet well studied, paintings. For a general discussion of these 
issues see Falomir, “Artists’ Responses,” 138-40.  
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110 Act I, 468-71: “No digo que perfecta a un suegro cuadre,/ ni lo que soy mi vista determina,/ 
mas puédote decir que allí colgada/ fui de muchos hidalgos deseada.”  
 
111 The story is recounted in Baglione’s “Life of Caravaggio,” from Le vite de’ pittori (Rome, 
1642). The story is also recounted in Joachim von Sandrart, L’academia todesca della 
architettura, scultura et pittura (Nuremberg, 1675). Noted in Catherine Puglisi, Caravaggio 
(London: Phaidon, 1998), 202, n. 3. Ibid points out how the curtain could also have responded to 
the requirements of propriety (as we discussed above), a practice recommended for draping erotic 
paintings by Giulio Mancini, Considerazioni sulla pittura (1619-1621).  
 
112 “Y así correr la Cortina, significa algunas veces hacer demostración de algún caso 
maravilloso, y otro de encubrirle, como también se hace en las tablas de pinturas.” See Sebastián 
de Covarrubias Orozco, Tesoro de la lengua castellana o española, ed. Ignacio Arellano and 
Rafael Zafra (Universidad de Navarra: Editorial Iberoamericana, 2006), 620. 
 
113 Translated in Falomir, “The Value of Painting,” 237-38: “Las pinturas encubiertas y ocultas se 
privan de su valor, el cual consiste en los ojos ajenos y juicios que de ellas hacen los hombres de 
buen entendimiento y buena imaginación.” As Falomir explains, Guevara’s recommendation was 
part of his advice to Philip II to hang his paintings.  
 
114 In this sense, it is also significant the quality of Lucrecia’s suitors in the 2nd and 3rd acts of the 
play. As Trambaioli, “El galán suelto y el figurón,” 494, points out, these suitors, a esquire and a 
gardener, respectively, are comical figures of low status. 
 
115 Carducho, Diálogos, 141: “[la pintura] padece […] el accidente de mudarse la estimación por 
el sujeto del que las usa […] la virtud y ciencia en manos de los Príncipes eran joyas preciosas, y 
en las de los caballeros oro de subidos quilates, y en las de los demás, acendrada plata.” 
 
116 Act I, 440-447: “Pon la pintura al lado coronada/ del mismo sol con rayos, y laureles,/ que 
entonces yo la estimaré colgada/ sobre paredes blancas, o doseles:/ mas que me traigas cuanto 
quiera honrada/de sus primeros padres, y pinceles,/ una pintura viva, que anda, y habla,/ que 
corresponde al lienzo, ni a la tabla.”  
 
117 As Lichtenstein, Eloquence of Color, 142, explains: “To obtain the literary credentials that its 
dignity as a liberal art requires, painting must prove its relation to discourse, show that it has 
internalized discursive requirements and criteria, demonstrate that it is a language art, and that 
painters possess words in a virtual sense that aligns them with poets and orators.” Lope could also 
be referring to a new age in which no longer passive, painting is able to defend herself, recalling 
the law suits that became so frequent during this period. 
 
118 Act I, 504-506: “Pintura que habla llaman Poesía. Así debe ser esa señora. Mi hijo es hombre.”  
 
119 Quoted in Ronald W. Sousa, “The View of the Artist in Francisco de Holanda’s Dialogues: A 
Clash of Feudal Models,” Luso-Brazilian Review, 15 (1978): 48. 
 
120 For instance, in the first act, Dionis states: “Why should I care that this woman is honest if 
she’s poor?” Act I, 226-227: “Y que me da a mí que sea honrada,/ si es pobre esa mujer.” And a 
similar opinión appears in the second act: “As soon as Dionis Ponce knew that his son had 
married so poorly he traed a thousand revenges.” Act II, 560-563: “Pero apenas Dionis Ponce/ 
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supo que casado estaba/ su hijo tan pobremente,/ cuando intentó mil venganzas.”  
 
121 For a discussion of this issue see Falomir, “Artists’ Responses,” 158.  
 
122 Karin Hellwig, La literatura artística española en el siglo XVII (Madrid: Visor, 1999), 65. 
 
123 See the “Respuesta de Lucas de Ávila Quintanilla en nombre de los pintores a la petición del 
Fiscal de que pagasen alcabala de sus pinturas,” in Julián Gallego, El pintor de artesano a artista 
(Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1976), Appendix 14, 259. See also Pacheco, Arte, 104: “La 
que se sigue y trata de preciosos materiales y la dificultad del obrar en la dureza de ellos no 
ennoblece la escultura, porque la materia (aunque sea preciosa) no da alabanza al arte, que ese 
valor lo recibe de la naturaleza;” and Carducho, Diálogos, 298: “El Pintor responde, que es por 
ser costosa la materia, y mas rebelde a las manos que la de los Pintores.” 
 
124 Act I, 450-455: “Qué ley te ha dicho a ti, que la hermosura/ ha sido a ningún suegro 
provechosa?/ Tantas partes buscaste a su figura,/ que en casa de un pintor fue justa cosa/ irla a 
buscar? No era mejor al doble,/ en casa de un caballero rico y noble?” A similar idea is expressed 
in Carducho, Diálogos, 416: “O qué lástima! Que venga a vencer el vicio, y el ocio a la virtud, y 
ocupación honesta, y que ande lucida la maldad, y el saber ande arrastrado; y que se platique el 
estimar las personas más por la necesidad que dellas se tiene, que no por los merecimientos de su 
valor intrínsico, natural y propio!”  
 
125 As Bass, Drama of the Portrait, 8, aptly puts it, these painters acted as virtual pimps. Ibid, n. 
34, cites an interesting anecdote about these sort of painters, which was included in Juan Rufo 
Gutiérrez’s Las seiscientas apotegmas y otras obras en verso: “There lived in the Court a painter 
who earned a very good living making portraits. The main source of his income was a box he 
carried containing forty or fifty small portraits of the most beautiful women of Castile. People 
paid him very well for copies of these portraits, some out of affection, others out of mere 
curiosity. One day this painter showed him that basket of roses and confessed how many asked 
him for copies of them. He answered, “You’re the most famous whoremaster in the world, for 
you earn your living from fifty women.” 
 
126 Act I, 389-92: “Por vn pequeño agugero/ pudo pintarla el Pintor,/ que todo lo puede amor,/ si 
ay diligencia, y dinero.”  
 
127 For a discussion of the “retratos al vuelo” see Javier Portús Pérez, “Entre el divino artista y el 
retratista alcahuete: el pintor en la escena barroca española,” Espacio, Tiempo y Forma 5 (1992): 
205-206.  
 
128 For example, in Lope’s La hermosa Alfreda, the king is subject to this kind of confusion: 
“King: Jesus, what a horrible monster! Is it possible that they tricked me so? Clenardo: Painting 
is adulatory, Sir; I always suspected Alfreda was not beautiful. Floriseo: Those painters who are 
unable to see women’s faces from up-close paint these portraits “al vuelo” (from a distance, 
without being noticed).King: In that case I order painters to be expatriated, no one will be allowed 
to make portraits in this Kingdom, because the brushes have so tricked me.” Act I, 992-99: “Rey: 
Muestra Iesus, y que espantoso monstruo!/ possible es que me han hecho aqueste engaño? 
Clenardo: La pintura señor es lisonjera,/ siempre temi que no era Alfreda hermosa. Floriseo: 
Pintores que no pueden ver los rostros/ tan cerca de señoras recogidas,/ hazen al buelo estos 
retratos bellos. Rey: Pues destierrense todos los pintores,/ no quede en el Reyno quien retrate,/ 
pues tal burla me han hecho los pinceles.”  
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129 Act I, 100-103: “Ya yo sè que el interes/ haze, quando Apeles es,/ por ser su pincel de oro,/ de 
un Polifemo un Medoro.”  
 
130 Act I, 480-483: “Casáronme mis padres, y murieron/ dentro de un año, alegres que pintura/ 
que estimaron, a un rico, y noble dieron/porque de oro le hiciese la moldura.”  
 
131 Paul Duro, “Introduction,” in The Rhetoric of the Frame: Essays on the Boundaries of the 
Artwork, ed. Paul Duro (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 1.  
 
132 Ortega y Gasset, “Meditations on the Frame,” included and translated in The Art of the Edge: 
European Frames 1300-1900, eds. Richard R. Brettell and Steven Starling (Chicago: The Art 
Institute, 1986) 24.  
 
133 As Jacques Derrida’s celebrated essay “Parergon” suggests, it is the frame that ultimately 
confers meaning to the work itself. See The Truth in Painting, trans. Geoff Bennington and Ian 
McLeod (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), esp. 53-63.   
 
134 Stoichita, Self-Aware Image, 56, quotes André Félibien’s assertion that “As well as serving to 
embellish paintings, frames also help to accentuate them.” Ibid, also quotes a letter Nicolas 
Poussin wrote to Chantelou in 1639. There, the French painter asks his friend and patron to 
provide a frame for one of his paintings, The Israelites Gathering Manna in the Desert: “When 
you have received it, I would implore you that if you find it good, embellish it with a bit of frame, 
for it needs it, so that when it is viewed as a whole the eyes’ rays will be absorbed and not 
scattered around by receiving elements from the other neighbouring objects which, mingling with 
the things depicted, would become blurred.” 
 
135 Richard B. Brettell, “The Art of the Edge: The Art Museum and the Picture Frame,” in Art of 
the Frame, 12. For a history of the frame in the Spanish context see María Pía Timón Tiemblo, El 
marco en España: del mundo romano al inicio del modernismo (Madrid: P.E.A., 2002).  
 
136 Paul Mitchell and Lynn Roberts, A History of European Picture Frames (London: Merrell 
Holberton, 1996), 8. 
 
137 See Brettell, “The Art of the Edge,” 11; and Stoichita, Self-Aware Image, 56. A similar story 
appears in Castillo Solórzano’s El mayorazgo figura, when Leonor, referring to the unframed 
portrait of her lover states: “Without the frame, he looks poor, but I will make him a very rich 
one.” In the Spanish original: “Sin marco parece pobre/mas yo se le haré muy rico.” Quoted in 
Gareth Alban Davies, “Pintura: Background and Sketch of a Spanish Seventeenth-Century Court-
Genre,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 38 (1975): 300.   
138 In Act I, 54-56, Lucrecia uses the word “naked” to refer to the fact that she is not bringing any 
material dowry to the marriage: “I am trembling to see that he (Pedro) brings a daughter-in-law so 
naked to such wealthy father.” In the Spanish original: “Tiemblo de ver que a tan rico/ padre 
trayga, desta suerte/ nuera tan desnuda.” 
 
139 Act I, 314-317: “Con donzella virtuosa,/ y bien nacida casê:/ dème hazienda, y le darè/ nuera 
discreta, y hermosa.”  Pacheco, Arte, 415, establishes a similar comparison in an interesting 
passage in which he compares two paintings to two women: “It is nice to see a beautiful peasant 
in a village, as they often are, with dark skin, black eyes and hair (…), shy, with good 
understanding, adorned with the plainness of the populace, and in everything better than the 
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others; but undoubtedly, if a princess or a queen, with pale and rosy skin, golden hair and zephyr 
eyes (as poets describe them), full of discretion, and adorned with several fabrics is placed next to 
the peasant woman, [the princess] will be more pleasing to the eye and more powerful to the one 
who knew how to make a good choice.” In the Spanish original: “Agradable cosa es en una aldea 
ver una labradora hermosa, de la manera que lo suelen ser, morena, de gracioso color, negros los 
ojos, negro el cabello (…), vergonzosa, de buen entendimiento y discurso, adornada con la 
llaneza del uso del pueblo, y toda aventajada a las demás; pero no hay duda, sino que una 
princesa o reina, con blanca y rosada tez, y cabellos de oro, y ojos de zafiros, como quieren los 
más de los poetas, llena de discreción, adornada de varias telas, puesta junto desta labradora, será 
más agradable objeto a la vista y más poderoso para aficionar el ánimo, de el que supiere hacer 
buena elección.” As in Los Ponces, Pacheco’s rhetoric in this passage associates painting to 
women as a means to advice the reader on how to choose a painting.  
 
140 Portús and Morán, Arte de mirar, 145.  
 
141 Act I, 759: “Hazienda teneys vos, y ella nobleza.”  
 
142 As Lucrecia tells Dionis in Act I, 586-589: “But even if you don’t hang this painting on your 
walls for being poor, I will know how to live unadorned and still be virtuous.” In the Spanish 
original: “Pero quando esta tabla en tus paredes,/ no cuelgues por ser pobre, como puedes,/ 
Tambien sabrê viuir desguarnecida,/ y ser del mismo estilo virtuosa.” In his Arte de la pintura 
Pacheco uses the word guarnición to refer to the frame: “Beginning with what concerns wood, be 
advised that any carved image, setting, or frames (guarniciones) to be gilded with matte gold 
must be prepared either with yeso grueso and two layers of mate, or with more layers of each…” 
Translated in Zahira Véliz, Artists’ Techniques in Golden Age Spain: Six Treatises in Translation 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 90. See Pacheco, Arte, 509: “Y comenzando de 
las cosas de madera, se advierte que, cualquiera imagen, guarniciones o cuadros que se hayan de 
dorar de oro mate, se han de aparejar, o con yeso grueso y mate […] o con yeso de modelos y 
albayalde molido al agua.” On the other hand, Covarrubias’s definition of guarnición accentuates 
the sense of adornment: “De guarnecer se dixo guarnacion, que vale, adorno, adereço, que dà 
fuerza, y galanteria juntamente a la cosa guarnecida.” See Covarrubias, Tesoro, 1010. 
 
143 Lope’s use of the frame motif vividly recalls Kant’s definition of parergon: “Even what is 
called ornamentation, decoration, adornment, embellishment, what is only an adjunct, and not an 
intrinsic constituent in the complete representation of the object, in augmenting the delight of 
taste does so only by means of its form. Thus it is with the frames of pictures or the drapery of 
statues, or the colonnades of palaces. But if the ornamentation does not itself enter into the 
composition of the beautiful form--if it is introduced like a gold frame merely to win approval for 
the picture by means of its charm--then it is called finery and takes away from the genuine 
beauty.” As discussed in Derrida, Truth in Painting, 53. 
 
144 In Stoichita’s words, “the gilded frame […] increases the value of the rectangle it surrounds. It 
forms--as far as its exhibition is concerned--its aura.” Noted in The Self-Aware Image, 57. I am 
borrowing the term from ibid, 60.  
 
145 Act II, 861-868: “Since my mother told me I am a well-born man, I can now serve you.” In the 
Spanish version: “Mas agora que mi madre/ me da aliento con dezirme/ que soy hombre bien 
nacido,/ y que es verdad se colige,/ Pues bien nacido se llama,/ quien nacio para seruirte,/ quiero 
leuantar el buelo/ como el paxarillo libre.” 
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146 Bass, Drama of the Portrait, 11. A similar idea is suggested in reference to Lope’s Peribáñez y 
el Comendador de Ocaña in Emilie L. Bergmann, “Visual and Verbal Modes of Representation 
in Peribáñez,” 42. 
 
147 Lope failed in his attempts on two occasions, in 1611 and 1620. Elizabeth R. Wright, 
Pilgrimage to Patronage: Lope de Vega and the Court of Philip III, 1598-1621 (Lewisburg: 
Bucknell University Press, 2001), 20.  
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CHAPTER 4 
STILL LIFE, NOBILITY, AND ARTISTIC IDENTITY IN THE ART OF JUAN 
VAN DER HAMEN Y LEÓN  
 
 
 
One of the greatest concerns regarding the notion of artistic nobility was 
painting’s economic value and the profit it generated for artists. Legally and socially 
considered to be craftsmen, seventeenth-century Spanish painters were practitioners of a 
mechanical activity that was based on manual work and involved in commercial 
exchanges. In other words, painters received money for works they had created with their 
hands. At least in theory, both aspects were anathema to the principles of aristocratic 
identity, which traditionally prevented noblemen from working and engaging in 
commerce.  
As discussed in the previous chapter, art theorists could recognize and even exalt 
painting’s economic worth in their writings. However, when the issue of the nobility of 
painting was at stake, artists, writers, and critics were quick to deny that painting had 
anything to do with money. The purpose of the famous suits against the alcabala, the tax 
that signaled painting’s commercial nature, was none other than denying painting’s 
manual production and commercialization. Similarly, by masking the fact that Velázquez 
had received money for his paintings, the artists called to declare in the Santiago process 
imbued Velázquez with the traditional values of the Spanish nobility.1 
In the first chapter we considered how artistic singularity constituted a new social 
category that could replace the official notion of nobility of birth. At the same time, as we 
saw in the second chapter, the increasing role money played as designator of social status 
also promoted a more elastic notion of artistic nobility, one which incorporated economic 
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values into the noble discourse. In fact, the nobility’s traditional rejection of commerce 
and money was also starting to be challenged as members of the aristocracy increasingly 
participated in commercial activities.2 
That the realms of money and nobility could be successfully reconciled in the 
practice is attested in the still lives of Juan van der Hamen y León (1596-1631), a Spanish 
artist of Flemish descent who worked in the first decades of the seventeenth century.3 
This artist’s career illustrates the complexities of notions of artistic nobility in both his 
peculiar approach to still-life painting and ambiguous artistic position. Although most 
artists were from the modest social class of craftsmen, Van der Hamen was of noble 
birth. Interestingly, he was also the first Spanish artist who exploited painting’s 
commercial potential by specializing on the production of still lives.4 He developed his 
career in Madrid, which, as the site of the Spanish court, experienced a great economic 
growth during this period. His clients were members of the aristocracy, who were 
themselves complexly involved in the city’s expanding economy. Moving between the 
opposed spheres of nobility and commercial success, Van der Hamen performed a 
multifaceted artistic identity.  
Van der Hamen’s decision to specialize in the production of still lives is 
interesting for a number of reasons. In seventeenth-century Spain, as elsewhere in 
Europe, still life was considered the lowest of artistic genres.5 After describing the 
painting of flowers and fruits as “entertaining” and “not very difficult,” for instance, 
Pacheco writes that “Juan Vanderramen painted (flowers) extremely well, and even better 
candies, exceeding in this the figures and portraits he did, and this brought him, to his 
dismay, greater glory.”6 Pacheco’s suggestion, that Van der Hamen was unhappy with the 
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fact that his contemporaries praised his still lives more than his figural paintings, points 
to the low status still life held in seventeenth-century artistic discourse. But Pacheco’s 
statement also highlights how highly praised Van der Hamen’s still lives were.  
Despite its low status in art theoretical writing, the genre of still life was much 
esteemed in courtly circles. A host of followers from the intellectual circles of the court 
lauded Van der Hamen precisely for his still lives, demonstrating that, by the beginning 
of the seventeenth century, there was a growing elasticity of genres that offered means to 
achieving prestige.7 Most especially, Van der Hamen’s still lives were appreciated by 
members of the noble elite. As Pacheco had suggested, still-life painting was an 
entertainment, a notion that brings to mind the leisure of the upper class. Amateur 
painters of noble origin and women (in other words non-professional artists) often 
practiced this kind of painting as part of their education, and Van der Hamen, who was of 
noble birth, could have been introduced to the genre in that sense as well.8 Interestingly, 
as mentioned above, Van der Hamen turned his production of still lives into a 
commercial enterprise. As the leader of a successful workshop, Van der Hamen 
employed commercial strategies to accelerate production. Repeating similar compositions 
and motifs and making extensive use of assistants, Van der Hamen was able to produce 
cheaper works for Madrid’s growing middle class. However, both in terms of the objects 
they depict and the way such objects are depicted, Van der Hamen’s still lives respond 
most clearly to aristocratic values. 
As I will argue in the course of this chapter, Van der Hamen’s still lives visually 
engage the values of aristocratic hospitality, especially as they evolved in the particular 
social context of Madrid. As a sign of the generosity (and status) of the host, this noble 
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hospitality was characterized as an exchange that was not mediated by money. But, 
paradoxically, it depended upon the city’s economic expansion. By visually replicating 
the practice of aristocratic hospitality, Van der Hamen’s still lives eclipse the conditions 
of production and acquisition of the products they depict. Rather, they present a visual 
offering that is seemingly unmediated by commercial considerations. Most importantly, 
by capitalizing on this form of representation, Van der Hamen also created an artistic 
identity that ultimately erased its commercial basis. 
 
The Genre of Still-Life: Artistic Theory and Courtly Values    
 The development of still life as an independent genre in the last decade of the 
sixteenth century was an unprecedented phenomenon. Roughly at the same time in Italy, 
Flanders, and Spain, flowers, fruits, meats and vegetables were removed from the 
narrative histories within which they appeared before and started to be represented in 
isolation. What had previously been regarded as insignificant occupied now the entirety 
of the canvas or panel; and what had formerly inspired only an accidental glance now 
required the viewer’s close and attentive inspection.  
 Depicted with uncanny exactitude, the glasses, trays, and pastries in Van der 
Hamen’s Still Life with Sweets and Glassware (1622) (Figure 16) vividly underscore the 
consummate skill and illusionistic power that made still lives so attractive to seventeenth-
century viewers. Van der Hamen delights in representing the textures of different 
materials: the hardness and opaque consistency of the ceramic dish, the fragile 
transparency of the glassware, and the crispiness of the wafers. Everything is precisely 
rendered, even the two flies crawling on the glass flask containing aloja, an aromatic 
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infusion made of honeyed water and spices.9  
 From the perspective of seventeenth-century artistic theory, still lives such as this 
ranked at the lowest in the hierarchy of artistic genres. Seemingly copying inanimate 
objects directly from nature, still life appeared to lack the invention, knowledge of 
anatomy, and moral message that characterized the most prestigious genre of history 
painting, which typically represented figures in narratives taken from Ancient history, 
mythology, and religious texts. At the same time, one of the arenas informing the 
emergence of the early modern still life was Renaissance humanism’s embrace of 
classical antiquity, where still-life painting had presumably originated.10 Examples of 
these classical still lives had not survived, but they had been profusely described by 
ancient writers such as Pliny, who often stressed the ability ancient paintings had to trick 
the eye.11  
 In the most famous of these anecdotes, the Greek painter Zeuxis had painted a 
bunch of grapes so realistically that birds tried to pluck them off the canvas.12 The story 
was endlessly recounted by seventeenth-century art critics, including Pacheco, who in his 
treatise, El arte de la pintura, added that such trickery could only be accomplished 
through a high degree of finish:  
 
Apeles, Protogenes, Parrasio, Zeuxis and the rest (of painters from antiquity) 
painted in a highly finished manner, just as nature appears to be. The visual tricks 
their paintings promoted occurred from close up, rather than from the distance, 
and their paintings were not confusing or with borrones.  Otherwise, they could 
not have tricked the birds to try to eat the grapes. If these grapes did not appear 
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real from close up, these stories would be foolish […] For this reason it is thought 
that the paintings of aniquity were highly finished.”13  
In Van der Hamen’s still life, the trompe l’oeil of the flies similarly invites the viewer to 
question whether the insects are painted or are actually posed on the canvas. In so doing, 
the painter cleverly references Pliny’s tales while establishing himself as a worthy 
follower of the painters of antiquity.14 Moreover, he transforms a seemingly banal picture 
into a playful but also highly learned visual delight, one that only educated viewers could 
fully understand.  
Prompted by the classical precedent of Zeuxis, Spanish art theorists such as 
Pacheco admired the ability of still life painters to fool the eye, but it was this same 
ability that also was considered suspect, even dangerous. In another section of his 
treatise, Pacheco warns painters of the dangers of including still lives in larger narrative 
histories. To make his point, Pacheco uses the example of Pablo de Céspedes’ (1538-
1608) The Last Supper (1595) (Figure 17). Painter, poet, and occasional art theorist, 
Céspedes was one of the best representatives of the kind of naturalism which was 
practiced at the turn of the century in Seville, and which this painting perfectly 
exemplifies.15 In this painting, the theme of the last supper offers an excuse to depict a 
naturalistic still life, made even more available to the viewer by means of the tilted table. 
The care with which Céspedes has represented jars, plates and foodstuffs is contradicted 
by Pacheco’s story, which is worth quoting in full here: 
 
I will tell you how Pablo de Céspedes painted a famous picture of The Last 
Supper, which I have seen in the Cathedral of Córdoba. When he had it in his 
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house, those who came to see it admired a certain glass vessel painted there, 
without attending to the artful ingenuity of the rest, and seeing that everyone’s 
eyes went to that trifle, he became infuriated and called to his servant: “Andrés, 
come erase this jar and take it away from here! Is it possible that no one looks at 
the heads and hands into which I have put all my study and care, rather [they] 
indulge in this impertinence?” Well then, it suffices to say that one must pay close 
attention to the most important and difficult things, which are the figures, and [to] 
keep away from the diversions so deprecated by the great masters.16 
Pacheco’s anecdote warns us that artists who include illusionistic still lives in their 
narratives run the risk of distracting viewers from the morally uplifting stories enacted by 
the figures. In this period still life was in fact considered a distraction, a diversion that, 
from the perspective of art theory, was acceptable only as an occasional respite from the 
more serious subjects of history and religious painting. For example, Juan Sánchez 
Cotán’s (1560-1627) famous still lives, like his Still Life with Quince, Melon and 
Cabbage (1602) (Figure 18), were only peripheral to his greater production of religious 
paintings.17 However, the notion of “diversion” could also have a positive sense.  
It was precisely their amusing and entertaining quality that made still lives so 
appealing to the refined culture of the Spanish court. We know that noblemen such as 
Giovanni Battista Crescenzi (1577-1635), an Italian diplomat who spent long periods of 
time in Spain, became an accomplished still-life painter who often presented his paintings 
as gifts.18 A gift was itself a source of entertainment, and the practice of offering still-life 
pictures as presents seems to have been customary during this time.  
Pacheco alludes to this practice in two occasions. The first relates to the Toledan 
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painter Blas de Prado (1546-1599), who was one of the first practitioners of still-life 
painting in Spain and the master of Juan Sánchez Cotán. According to Pacheco, when 
Philip II sent Blas de Prado to the court of Morocco in 1593, the painter took with him 
“some canvas of fruits, which I saw, and were very well painted.”19 Nothing is known 
about Blas de Prado’s still lives today, but two small paintings tentatively attributed to 
the artist, depicting a vase of prunes and a vase of pears, respectively (Figures 19-20), can 
give us an idea of how these paintings might have looked.20 Like the paintings of 
antiquity, which, as Pacheco surmised in his treatise, had produced their visual tricks 
from close up and through a high degree of finish, these small (0.275 x 0.275) and highly 
detailed pictures are expected to be held and closely examined, rather than observed from 
the distance.21 Undoubtedly, with this gift Philip ensured his peer of the quality of his 
painter, but also demonstrated his sophisticated taste and his familiarity with a novel 
genre.  
The second story relates directly to Pacheco, who, after his famous apology of 
Velázquez’s bodegones, recounts: “I ventured to paint from nature, to entertain a friend 
while I was in Madrid, in 1625, and I painted for him a small canvas with two figures 
from nature, flowers, fruits, and other toys […]; and this made other things I had depicted 
before appear painted.”22 Pacheco’s gift has a different emphasis, since it relates more 
closely to the display of skill these paintings exhibit. By painting a highly mimetic 
arrangement of flowers, fruits, and “other toys” (otros juguetes) in a small canvas 
(lencecillo) Pacheco gave his friend the pleasure of pondering the superiority of art over 
nature while demonstrating the painter’s ability to trick the eye. However, it is interesting 
to note that Pacheco’s tale is set in Madrid, which he visited between 1624 and 1626, and 
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which was known for developing an aristocratic taste for still life.23 In fact, what 
Pacheco’s stories suggest is that, among the nobility, and especially within the context of 
the court, people not only enjoyed painting and viewing still lives, they also valued them 
as precious objects that could be exchanged.  
 
Still Lives and Material Culture  
Still life’s suitability to be offered as a gift had probably much to do with the self-
reflexive character that was embedded in the genre, which was valued especially for the 
painter’s skill to illusionistically reproduce nature.24 Freed of any particular function 
other than that of decorating hunting lodges and collectors’ cabinets, and oftentimes 
employing the technique of trompe l’oeil, the early modern still life had the power of 
concentrating the viewer’s attention upon the painting’s artistic skill, thereby 
emphasizing its own materiality as a work of art.25 Paradoxically, the recognition of such 
materiality came only after realizing that the seeming materiality of the objects 
represented was just a pictorial trick. Yet, by reflecting upon issues of materiality and 
inmateriality, the genre of still life could also become a privileged site for visually 
negotiating the underpinnings and anxieties of a newly commodified culture.  
In fact, the issue of mimetic illusionism alone, even when mediated by the values 
of Renaissance humanism, does not suffice to explain the enormous popularity the genre 
achieved throughout Europe, nor the range of meanings these paintings generated. A 
more recent trend of thought considers how early modern still lives produced “a visual 
discourse about […] material culture,” about things imported, crafted and traded.26 In a 
culture that, as Lisa Jardine has shown, celebrated the “access to a superfluity of material 
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possessions,” still-life painting necessarily played an important role.27 In the rapidly 
expanding and consumer-oriented court-city of Madrid, the relevance of still life as visual 
indicator of early modern Spanish consumerism was especially fitting.  
Although some of Van der Hamen’s still lives, like the tiny Silver Plate of 
Cherries and Plums (Figure 21) might have functioned as gifts, his paintings were 
typically larger in size, and, as we know from seventeenth-century inventories, played an 
important role in the decoration of the elite’s households.28 In fact, Van der Hamen was 
responsible for introducing a new kind of still life, one that suited the customs, 
expectations, and desires of Madrid’s aristocracy.29 Whereas Sánchez Cotán represented 
mostly the fruits and vegetables of the Castilian countryside, Van der Hamen specialized 
in the depiction of the delicate pastries, candied fruits, flowers, and expensive utensils 
that were part of the urban culture of the court.30 
Van der Hamen’s Great Fruit Bowl with Plates of Cakes and Sweets (c. 1621) 
(Figure 22) keenly exemplifies the theme of affluence that was so typical of the still lives 
he produced for Madrid’s elite. Centering the composition, the lavishly decorated bowl is 
filled with lemons, figs, and plums which show the importance of fruits in the cuisine of 
the Spanish upper class.31 Flanking the bowl, two trays are piled up with sweets and 
candied fruits and vegetables, including the two candied carrots thrusting out of the 
picture plane.32 Some of the cakes are profusely covered in sugar, which at the time was 
considered a luxury item.33 The three tomatoes, New World fruits, introduce an exotic 
aspect that reminds us of the Spanish domination of the Americas, but also of the fact that 
many of these items were imported and traded.  
Two other still lives, which could have functioned as pendants and were part of the 
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collection of the Marquis of Leganés at the time, further exemplify the luxurious lifestyle 
of the Spanish court.34 In Still Life with Sweets and Pottery (1627) (Figure 23), the sense 
of refinement appears in the candied fruits which fill the basket, the silver tray of pastries, 
and the glass of preserved cherries; while the exotic element is signaled through the 
terracotta pots of Mexican origin. In Still Life with Artichokes, Cherries, and Vase of 
Flowers (1627) (Figure 24), on the other hand, expensive flowers, Chinese porcelain, and 
a green glass ewer demonstrate the elite’s penchant for expensively crafted items, 
including the carefully cultivated flowers. 
 But the aristocratic appeal of Van der Hamen’s still lives did not reside only in the 
kinds of products they depicted. It was also the way they were represented. One of the 
most characteristic formal aspects of Van der Hamen’s pictures is the way they 
emphasize display and artificiality.35 In the two pendants I just described this is evident in 
the stepped format, which, interestingly, was an invention of Van der Hamen.36 A great 
sense of artificiality was already present in works such as the aforementioned Still Life 
with Sweets and Glassware (Figure 16) or Great Fruit Bowl with Plates of Cakes and 
Sweets (Figure 22). Both works manifest Van der Hamen’s familiarity with the still lives 
of Sánchez Cotán, whose works he was able to admire and emulate while working under 
commission for Philip III.37 More precisely, Van der Hamen adopts Cotán’s innovative 
deep window format, which provides a fictitious frame that creates the illusion of a real 
wall opening and enhances the intense realism of the objects, exceptionally relieved 
against the dark background.38 Cotán’s frames have been sometimes identified with 
cantareros, deep stone niches carved in the walls of households to cool and preserve 
beverages and food.39 However, as Cherry notes, they respond more clearly to a pictorial 
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strategy than to any attempt to reproduce a real space.40  
 In Van der Hamen’s stepped still lives, Cotán’s artificiality is intensified by the 
inclusion of the steps, on which objects strategically rest. As it has been noted, the steps 
provide a greater compositional sophistication, expanding the space and allowing for the 
objects to interact more dynamically.41 But they also reinforce these paintings’ 
artificiality. In fact, the way foods, flowers and objects are arranged in these stone cubes 
strangely resembles the layout of a shop window, where things are unnaturally displayed 
to be admired but not touched. They might also recall the typical workshop practice of 
placing objects on stands to create modelos (sketches) and facilitate the repetition of 
motifs in large compositions, an aspect that would reinforce the paintings’ artificial 
appeal. As can be inferred from a number of surviving sketchy small canvas of fruits by 
Van der Hamen and/or assistants, this could have been a common practice in Van der 
Hamen’s studio.42 
 As scholars have long recognized, the uncanny perfection that characterizes Van 
der Hamen’s (and many other Spanish) still lives contrasts vividly with the kinds of still 
lives which were produced in the Netherlands during this period, and which Van der 
Hamen, given his Flemish origin, undoubtedly knew.43 This is partly because, contrasting 
with Flemish and Dutch still lives, Van der Hamen’s paintings tend to omit any reference 
to human consumption. If we compare Van der Hamen’s Tea Time Snack (1631) (Figure 
25) with Willem Claesz Heda’s (1594-1680) almost contemporary Banquet Piece with 
Mince Pie (1635) (Figure 26), we can clearly notice the differences. In Heda’s still life 
lemons are peeled, the pie is half eaten, and only the shells remain of the oysters. By 
contrast, the pastries, cheese, olives, candied figs and quince paste in Van der Hamen’s 
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table appear to have not yet been touched. Moreover, whereas glasses and platters have or 
are about to slip out of the jumbled mantle in Heda’s painting, the silver trays, pots and 
jars in Van der Hamen’s picture are perfectly arranged on the ironed white cloth. The 
disarray that characterizes Heda’s and many other seventeenth-century Dutch still lives 
has been interpreted as a visual reminder of the transience of all material things, a 
warning against excess and a call for moderation.44 But none of these moralizing 
concerns seem to appear in Van der Hamen’s pictures, where, in Jordan’s words, “there is 
an unashamed embrace of sensuous opulence.”45 
 I want to build upon and complicate this observation by suggesting that by 
purposefully omitting the mechanisms of consumption and by insisting on display as a 
pictorial strategy, Van der Hamen’s still lives did in fact mask a set of contemporary 
anxieties about consumerism that developed most particularly in the context of Madrid. I 
will argue that, by privileging display over consumption, Van der Hamen’s ritualized 
displays might be best understood within the framework of aristocratic hospitality, a 
practice that in Madrid was very much dependent upon the city’s commercial nature. In 
fact, although it has often been remarked that Van der Hamen’s still lives reflect the 
importance food and hospitality had in Spanish court, this assertion has never been 
critically examined by attending to the particular meanings the notion of hospitality 
entailed in seventeenth-century Spain, neither it has been explained how such meanings 
are visualized in the still lives.46  
 
Recreating Aristocratic Hospitality 
 In the seventeenth century, as today, the display of hospitality signaled the 
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generosity of the host through the offering of food and drink to the guest, an exchange 
that was characterized by not being mediated by money. This practice was particularly 
expected of the aristocracy: it simultaneously endorsed the nobility’s traditional removal 
from the world of money while signaling its benevolence. However, as Felicity Heal has 
studied for the English context, the practice and meanings of noble hospitality changed 
significantly during the seventeenth century.47 In the middle ages, it had been customary 
for the noble landlord to open his country household to peers, neighbors and even 
strangers, to anyone in need of hospitality. By contrast, in the seventeenth century, the 
rise of urban living among the landed elite, the development of conspicuous 
consumption, and the emergence of new codes of civility derived from courtly books of 
manners promoted a new kind of hospitality. This urban-centered, courtly hospitality was 
no longer open and inclusive, but was only directed towards “the delectation of the 
few.”48 
Although we lack studies on the concept of hospitality in early modern Spain, the 
patterns Heal identifies in the English context mirror those of Spain in the seventeenth 
century. The Spanish aristocracy, as we saw in the previous chapter, was also moving to 
the town or the city, and books of manners such as Castiglione’s Courtier, translated into 
Spanish in 1574, certainly had an impact in Spanish elite culture.49 More importantly, 
after being established as the permanent site of the Spanish court in 1561, Madrid 
experienced a dramatic increase in population and soon became the national center of the 
elite’s conspicuous consumption.50 This latter aspect is particularly relevant to the study 
of Van der Hamen’s still lives and the way they engage with contemporary notions of 
noble hospitality. 
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 According to one of the characters of Tirso de Molina’s play La celosa de sí 
misma (1621) “Madrid was a shop, filled with every imaginable merchandise.”51 David 
Ringrose’s analysis of Madrid’s early modern economy corroborates this opinion, but it 
also underscores how problematic Madrid’s commercial nature actually was. As Ringrose 
explains, although the city functioned as the administrative and political center of the 
Spanish empire, it lacked the commercial and trading traditions of other European cities 
(such as Amsterdam or Venice). This was especially a consequence of its inland location, 
which, isolated from the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts, distanced Madrid from the 
centers of sea-born trade.52 Often described as an economic parasite, seventeenth-century 
Madrid was better characterized as a consumer city, one that exploited the wealth of the 
empire without directly contributing to the creation of that wealth.53 More importantly, 
the main participants of that consumerism were the king and the aristocratic elite.54  
Paradoxically, one of the most visible signs of this culture of consumption was the 
non-economic display of hospitality. On special occasions, the Spanish king and the 
nobility offered elaborate banquets in which celebrity cooks prepared complicated dishes. 
Books of recipes such as Francisco Martínez Montiño’s (Philip III’s chef) Arte de cocina, 
pasteleria, vizcocheria, y conserveria, first published in 1611 and edited several times 
during the seventeenth century, document with great detail the quantities of different 
fruits, vegetables, meats and sweets which could be served in a single banquet, all of 
them mingled in impossible combinations.55 Other sources describe the ceremonious way 
in which such delicacies would be served, often by making use of trays and cups of silver 
and other precious materials.56 The frontispiece of Las fiestas y singulares favores 
que…al serenísimo Rey de la gran Bretaña, se le hizieron en la jornada que de España 
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hizo, acompañando al serenísimo Senor Príncipe de Gales a Inglaterra (Madrid, 1624) 
(Figure 27), a book describing the festivities and banquets which were offered to the 
Prince of Wales during his visit to Madrid, vividly illustrates the pomp that often 
accompanied this kind of events. Under a canopy, the host and his guests are sitting at a 
table covered with succulent dishes. Two male servants kneel to deliver more goods, and 
the man who is standing in front of the table announces the delicacies the three female 
servants are bringing. In the back, flanking the canopy, members of the court quietly 
observe how the others eat.57 
In addition to such special displays, as a sign of status, hospitality was also an 
essential component of a noblemen’s daily routine, which regularly included 
complimentary visits in which food was expected to be served. This aristocratic tradition 
appears frequently in novels, plays, and memoirs from the period, for instance in 
Madame d’Aulnoy’s Memoires de la cour d’Espagne (c. 1690), where the French noble 
woman describes one of these sophisticated snacks as follows:  
 
We had a snack in the princess’ house. Each of her servants, numbering 18, 
carried great silver trays filled with dried sweets, all wrapped in golden paper. In 
one of them there was a prune, a cherry or an apricot, and so on…58 
The candied fruits d’Aulnoy describes remind us of one of Van der Hamen’s most 
celebrated specialties, the painting of sweets and candies which Pacheco had praised. 
Moreover, as d’Aulnoy’s description suggests, such were the kinds of offerings Van der 
Hamen depicts. Displayed in the very rooms where hospitality was practiced, Van der 
Hamen’s glossy still lives accentuated the level of sophistication of Madrid’s elite. 
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Moreover, these still lives also performed an important form of cultural work: by visually 
recreating the display of hospitality, still lives such as Still Life with Sweets and Pottery 
(1627) (Figure 23), or Still Life with Artichokes, Cherries, and Vase of Flowers (1627) 
(Figure 24), mask the production, commercialization and consumption of the products 
they depict.59 Instead, they picture a form of generosity that, as hospitality itself, is 
seemingly unmediated by commercial considerations.60 Moreover, by visually engaging 
the values of aristocratic hospitality, Van der Hamen also concealed the largely 
commercial character of his artistic production.  
 
 Van der Hamen’s Paintings for the Count of Solre  
Van der Hamen’s engagement with the values of hospitality emerges most 
forcefully in Still Life with a Vase of Flowers and a Dog (c. 1625) (Figure 28), Still Life 
with a Vase of Flowers and a Puppy (c. 1625) (Figure 29), Vertumnus and Pomona 
(1626) (Figure 30) and Offering to Flora (1627) (Figure 31). The four paintings were 
displayed in the Madrid residence of Jean de Croӱ, second Count of Solre (1588-1638). 
Solre was one of the most important Flemish politicians at the Spanish court during the 
first half of the seventeenth century, and in 1624 he was appointed captain of the Archers 
of the Burgundian Royal Guard, of which Van der Hamen was a member.61 Their 
Flemish origins and membership in the same Guard probably promoted their close 
relationship, and Solre became one of Van der Hamen’s most enthusiastic patrons and 
collectors.62 
Still Life with Flowers and Dog and Still Life with Flowers and Puppy are 
exceptional works in terms of format, subject matter and size.63 These are unusually large 
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for still life, and perfectly exemplify some of the issues I have been describing. On top of 
the two aparadores, sideboards covered with expensive green damask riveted in gold, we 
find the boxes of sweets, preserved cherries, candied fruits, and aromatic drinks typical of 
aristocratic hospitality. The sense of luxury and artificiality are heightened by the two 
bouquets of flowers, arranged in great vases of green Venetian glass with copper 
mounting from Southern Germany, and the lavishly decorated bronze and silver clock, 
which, significantly, is about to show five o’clock, an appropriate time to receive a visit 
and offer a typical merienda, or afternoon snack of sweets and chilled wine (Figure 32).64  
From seventeenth-century descriptions of Solre’s house, which was located in 
downtown Madrid, we also know that the still lives were unframed and mounted on two 
doors, so that they could surprise the viewer by giving the illusion of being an extension 
of the actual room.65 What makes these paintings so interesting, however, is the particular 
function they played within the decoration of Solre’s house, as well as their relationship 
with the two allegories by Van der Hamen, which were also in Solre’s home. Considered 
in conjunction, these four paintings thematize the values embedded in the aristocratic 
display of hospitality, while also underscoring the complex nature of Van der Hamen’s 
artistic identity.  
Surviving inventories suggest that the four paintings were displayed in two 
adjacent rooms in Solre’s house: the first room was decorated with Flemish still lives, 
landscapes, and Van der Hamen’s two still lives, which, as mentioned above, were 
mounted on two doors, perhaps those leading to the second room.66 There, the theme of 
nature continued through the display of paintings of game, fruits, and landscapes, and 
was highlighted by the presence of Van der Hamen’s two allegories.67 
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 In contrast to the artfully concocted sweets and arranged flowers in the two still 
lives, the allegories represent raw fruits and flowers, seemingly offered as part of nature’s 
gift.68 The first of the two allegories, Pomona and Vertumnus (Figure 30), represents a 
young female figure in profile, dressed in contemporary attire and sitting beside a 
cornucopia from which an array of fruits and vegetables bountifully spill. She offers a 
peach to an older male kneeling figure, who repeats the gesture by presenting the woman 
with a basket of pears and grapes. The two figures are set against a landscaped 
background replete with autumnal trees and a grape vine. Van der Hamen has established 
a strong contrast between his two characters. In her pale complexion, the almost 
marmoreal female figure vividly opposes the dark-skinned male, and the brilliance and 
lavishness of her lavender satin dress contrasts with the man’s coarse and humble attire, 
which has been rendered in a drier and less detailed manner.  
 The Offering to Flora (Figure 31) offers a thematic and compositional counterpart 
to the picture just discussed. It represents another female figure in contemporary attire, 
looking out frontally while receiving a basket of roses from the kneeling boy. Her hair is 
adorned with a garland of flowers, which echoes those emerging from the cornucopia 
next to which she is sitting. Pointing to the flowers with her right hand and looking out at 
the viewer, the woman underlines their significance. In the background, an idealized 
courtly garden with a partially visible statue of an ancient god is represented.  
Although it is generally accepted that the two paintings are allegories of summer 
and spring related to the wood-nymph Pomona and the goddess Flora, respectively, the 
lack of sustained descriptions of these works in the art literature of the period has 
prevented any definite interpretation. As Peter Cherry originally suggested, these must be 
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the paintings mentioned in the 1638 appraisal of Jean de Croÿ’s estate, where they are 
described as “two pictures of goddesses, one of flowers and the other of fruits, which are 
each three varas high, more or less, and two varas minus a sixth wide, more or less, each 
one [appraised at] 1,200 reales.”69    
Scholars have interpreted the two allegories in relation to literary sources that 
would have been familiar to van der Hamen or his circle. There seems to be no doubt that 
Pomona and Vertumnus represents one of the episodes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 
which had been translated into Spanish since the first decades of the sixteenth century, 
and which, given the intellectual friendships van der Hamen enjoyed, must have been 
known to the artist.70 In particular, the painting would illustrate the story of Pomona, 
goddess of the orchards and fruit trees, and Vertumnus, god of the changing seasons. 
Pomona was so devoted to her gardens that she dismissed all her suitors. Helplessly in 
love with the goddess, Vertumnus tried to approach Pomona by appearing to her in 
different disguises, until he revealed himself in his youthful beauty and gained Pomona’s 
love.71  
The Offering to Flora has traditionally been thought to represent Flora, goddess 
of flowers, and, in a broader sense, to be an allegory of spring.72 Jordan has also 
suggested this painting to be an allegory of love, a notion he has based on early modern 
interpretations of Flora, who was then regarded as a symbol of the noble courtesan. As 
such she was understood by Antonio de Guevara (1481-1545) in his Epístolas familiares 
(1539-1541), of which Van der Hamen owned a copy.73 
 
Vertumnus and Pomona and the Realities of Madrid’s Economy 
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Van der Hamen’s allegories are clearly informed by the pictorial tradition of 
Flemish allegories of the seasons, which typically stressed the plenty of nature’s 
bounty.74 Two allegories of spring and summer by Flemish artist Frederik van 
Valckenborch (c.1570-1623) (Figures 33-34) offer a good comparison. The Allegory of 
Summer (c. 1590) (Figure 34), in particular, bears a striking thematic resemblance with 
Van der Hamen’s Pomona. It depicts a lavishly dressed woman surrounded by baskets of 
fruits and vegetables and seated next to a male figure who is about to lift a basket of 
fruits. In the background, the space is divided between laborers filling up baskets to the 
right and idealized pleasure gardens to the left.  
Elizabeth Honig briefly discusses this painting in the context of Flemish images 
of the market which, as Arnout de Muyser’s Market of Flowers, Fruits, and Vegetables 
with a Church (c. 1590-1593) (Figure 35), appropriated some of the conventions of 
traditional seasonal series to make “market imagery palatable, even appealing, to the 
aristocratic pretensions of a class accustomed to scorning the economic underpinnings of 
its society.”75 Representing a market scene in which goods are offered and accepted 
rather than sold and purchased, de Muyser’s painting situates commerce under the aegis 
of nature and nobility.76 
Although I am not suggesting that Van der Hamen was in any way influenced by 
these depictions, his Pomona and Vertumnus might be seen as participating in some of 
the same concerns. The typical representation of this myth showed Vertumnus disguised 
as an old woman, telling Pomona a parable of marriage. As such it appears, for instance, 
in a sketch by Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) for one of the paintings decorating the 
Torre de la Parada, which was executed by Jacob Jordaens in 1638 (Figure 36).77 
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However, Van der Hamen has chosen an atypical moment of the tale, when Vertumnus 
disguises himself as a laborer.78 Moreover, in contrast with Frederick’s allegory of 
summer, the relationship between the female figure and the laborer is much closer in Van 
der Hamen’s picture, since both characters are engaged in the reciprocal act of giving and 
accepting: the female figure offers a peach to the laborer, who offers her a basket of fruit 
in return.  
As a figure personifying nature’s bounty, Van der Hamen’s Pomona embodies an 
ideal world in which nature bountifully offers its goods to the laborer, whose work and 
hardship are conveniently out of sight. However, her expensive dress, following 
contemporary fashion, also allows us to see Pomona as a seventeenth-century noble 
lady.79 Thus, as an aristocratic figure, Pomona transmits the idea that the relationship 
between laborer and aristocrat is as mutually pleasant as is the love between Vertumnus 
and Pomona. 
The reciprocal act of giving implied in this allegory romanticizes a situation that 
was much more problematic in reality. As mentioned earlier, in its role as consumer, the 
aristocracy played an important role in the peculiar nature of Madrid’s economy. In fact, 
it was only after the Castilian elite moved en masse to Madrid that its population rose at 
an exorbitant rate.80 The court’s affluent lifestyle increased the demand for luxury 
products and strained the local economy. First, because the surrounding countryside was 
pushed to specialize in the production of grains to feed the city’s large population. 
Secondly, because the demand for fine foodstuffs drove the prices of basic foods up.81 
Receiving the fruits of the land from one of its workers, Van der Hamen’s 
Pomona becomes a visual embodiment of the class which most benefited from the 
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country’s resources and the labor of its inhabitants, the same class which constituted the 
audience for this kind of picture. However, the reciprocal act of giving depicted in this 
allegory idealizes and simplifies the role of the aristocracy in Madrid’s economy. In fact, 
Pomona’s offering gesture visually replicates the “offering” implied in the still lives. The 
artificial disposition of the fruit and vegetables, pushed to the foreground and taking the 
form of a fictitious frame, further emphasize the sense of display that was so 
characteristic of Van der Hamen’s still lives, including those he produced for Solre.   
As in the previously discussed examples, these two still lives exclude the marks of 
human contact with the objects depicted: The boxes of sweets and jar of preserved 
cherries in Still Life with Flowers and Dog (Figure 28) are tightly closed, and the 
overflowing plate in Still Life with Flowers and Puppy (Figure 29) suggests none of its 
candied fruits have yet been consumed. The uncorrupted character of these sweets, 
untouched by the human presence, augments the sense of display that is already evident 
in the extremely ordered arrangement of objects, underlined by their almost identical 
repetition in the two still lives. As in the allegorical works, these still lives also deny the 
economic factors which lay at the core of the luxurious lifestyle of Madrid’s elite. Here 
too the paintings focus on hospitality, a generous exchange which, at least in theory, was 
not driven by economic interests. Generosity and hospitality are thus the means by which 
Van der Hamen’s still lives suppress the realities of Madrid’s economy, and more 
precisely, the effects of the new vogue for aristocratic hospitality.  
There is a great contrast between these depictions and contemporary Spanish 
tavern scenes, commonly known as bodegones.82 Contrasting with the practice of 
aristocratic hospitality, the proliferation of tabernas, mesones, bodegones, and figones 
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during this period signaled the development of commercial hospitality: the selling of 
foods and drinks in exchange for money.83 A tavern scene (c. 1620-1623) produced by 
Alejandro de Loarte (1600-1626) (Figure 37) highlights the fundamental role money 
played in these urban establishments.84 Loarte divides the composition by combining 
illusionistically rendered meats hanging from a rack in the immediate foreground with a 
vignette with small figures in the background. This background scene represents a 
bodegon, which, as Covarrubias defined it, was “the basement within which is the 
bodega, where those who don’t have someone cooking can find food already prepared, 
together with drinks.”85 Contrasting with Van der Hamen’s still lives, the characters 
sitting around the table (clearly disengaged from each other) in Loarte’s picture are 
shown as active consumers: they drink, eat, and play cards, activities that in this context 
involve the presence of money.86 
The issue of the availability of food and its increasing monetary cost at court was 
in fact the subject of criticism and much nostalgic writing during this period. In 
Menosprecio de corte y alabanza de aldea (1539), for instance, Antonio de Guevara 
opposes the aldea (country village), a bountiful retreat in which nature offers its fruits 
unmediated by the pressures of commercial profit, to the court, a dehumanizing place 
where everything is for sale.87 And in Día y noche de Madrid, discursos de lo más 
notable que en él pasa (1663), Francisco Santos (1617-1697) criticizes the costly role the 
consumption of food was acquiring as social designator within the court.88 The 
aristocratic vogue for sumptuous displays of hospitality was also the source of some 
protests. In his Diálogos or Coloquios (1547) Pedro de Mejía (c.1496-c.1552) advises the 
banquet to be moderate while warning about the dangers of excessive and complicated 
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dishes.89 A similar discourse can be found in Antonio de Torquemada’s (c.1507-1569) 
Coloquios satíricos (1553), where, among other things, the writer suggests this 
extravagant fashion to be the cause of the price raise of spices, butter, honey, and sugar.90  
Van der Hamen’s still lives not only obviate these realities. They further mask the 
fact that, in seventeenth-century Spain, the nobility’s traditional rejection of all kinds of 
commercial enterprise had already crumbled.91 Members of the nobility were themselves 
often involved in the commercial sale of foodstuffs. In a document written in 1621, a 
member of the “Sala de Alcaldes de Casa y Corte,” an institution devoted to administer 
justice within the court, denounces the existence of clandestine pantries within the elite’s 
urban households. Most noblemen, the writer observes, “have pantries in their 
households, where they sell cosas de regalo (poultry, rabbit, beef, and wine) at excessive 
prices.”92 Thus, the noble household, the very place where the “free of charge” hospitality 
was performed could conceal a commercial activity through which the nobility sought 
economic profit. 
Van der Hamen’s still lives for the elite also disguise the labor invested in their 
production, which paradoxically was the aspect that signaled the paintings’ monetary 
value. It is with this in mind, that we might consider the Offering to Flora. This work that 
might be seen as underscoring Van der Hamen’s own conflicted identity, one which 
navigated between the spheres of nobility and commercial profit. 
 
A Conflicting Artistic Identity: The Offering to Flora 
As mentioned earlier, the Offering to Flora (Figure 31) has been traditionally 
identified with an allegory of spring. Pointing to the flowers emerging from the 
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cornucopia, the female figure certainly resembles Flora, the goddess who brings joy to 
the world by “offering” her flowers in springtime. The sense of display we noticed in the 
allegory of Pomona is repeated here, where a wide variety of carefully arranged flowers 
frame the composition in the immediate foreground. Similarly, the painting’s artificiality 
is further suggested by a natural setting that has been rigorously shaped by art: a statue of 
an ancient god presides the space, and the bushes have been carefully trimmed to evoke 
the shape of a classical vault.93 In this sense, the allegory becomes a representation of 
nature already tamed and controlled, transformed by human intervention.94 Underlining 
the painting’s status as skillful artifice, rather than offering the flowers to the kneeling 
boy, Flora looks out at the viewer, seemingly offering the painted flowers for his or her 
contemplation. In fact, her pointing gesture also reveals Van der Hamen’s signature, 
conveniently inscribed on a rock placed in the same direction of the female’s finger (Fig. 
38). 
The inclusion of Van der Hamen’s signature reinforces the recent suggestion that 
this work might be informed by Pliny the Elder’s (23 CE-79 CE) account of Pausias and 
Glycera, from his Natural History (pub. c. 77-79 AD).95 According to Pliny, in his youth 
Pausias was in love with Glycera, the inventor of the flower garland. Pausias’ admiration 
for Glycera prompted him to start painting a great variety of flowers, and, as a kind of 
homage to his beloved, he also made a portrait of Glycera, who was represented seated 
and wearing a garland of flowers, just as the female figure in Van der Hamen’s allegory. 
The portrait became a famous work, and was known as Stephanoplocos (the maker of 
flower garlands), although some called it Stephanopolis (the seller of garlands).96  
Although Pausias is not represented in Van der Hamen’s picture, his presence is 
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implied: On the one hand, the distinctive facial features of the woman suggest that this is 
a portrait, and thus could be read as Pausias’s famous portrait of Glycera.97 On the other, 
Glycera’s pointing gesture and outward gaze direct the viewer’s attention to the painted 
flowers, which became Pausias’s specialty, and along with the sweets, also Van der 
Hamen’s. In other words, in this picture, the female figure can be understood as Glycera, 
and Van der Hamen, famous flower painter and the author of her portrait, can be seen as 
taking the place of Pausias. 
In Rubens’s version of this subject, which he painted in collaboration with Osias 
Beert (c.1612-1615) (Figure 39), Glycera holds a wreath of flowers and looks up towards 
Pausias, who allegedly holds the portrait of his beloved. As Lisa Rosenthal suggests, “the 
picture distinguishes female and male forms of making by contrasting Glycera’s 
embellishment of nature with Pausias’s transformation of its base materials into an 
elevated and uniquely valued form of production.”98  
As in Rubens’s picture, Van der Hamen’s identification with Pausias celebrates 
the artist’s power to surpass nature. With their fantastic colors and intricate shapes, 
flowers also constituted highly “artificial” products of nature, which, like shells, were 
admired for resembling man-made objects.99 This sense of artifice was heightened when 
different flowers were artfully arranged in sensuous bouquets, like those represented in 
Van der Hamen’s two still lives. Following a well-established Flemish tradition, Van der 
Hamen has depicted radial bouquets of flowers that would bloom at different times of the 
year, including the artificially manipulated and highly valued white and red striped 
tulip.100 Interestingly, we know from Solre’s inventory that on the walls of the room 
where the still lives were displayed were also devices that held bouquets of real flowers, 
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so that nature embellished and nature simulated could be measured against each other.101  
But Van der Hamen’s subtle reference to the ancient flower painter Pausias also 
points to his commercial approach to still-life painting. In fact, as in many of his 
anecdotes about artistic practice, Pliny’s account of Pausias and Glycera stresses art’s 
economic dimension: first by mentioning that Glycera was known as the “seller of 
garlands;” secondly, by informing that Pausias sold her portrait for an extraordinary 
sum.102 Significantly, in his Arte de la pintura, Pacheco mentions this story immediately 
before one of his references to Van der Hamen, which appears in his discussion of flower 
painting. Following Pliny, Pacheco recounts the origins of flower painting as a tale of the 
story of Pausias and Glycera. When referring to Pausias’s portrait of Glycera, however, 
Pacheco omits Pliny’s reference to the first title of the painting (maker of garlands), and 
only mentions the second (seller of garlands), which he explains by adding that Glycera 
made a living out of selling garlands.103 After this ancient example, Pacheco moves to his 
own time, in which, he explains, “some painters are drawn to the entertainment of this 
kind of painting, because of the facility with which it is done and the pleasure of its 
variety, and among those who have practiced it with force and art is Juan Vanderramen, 
arquero of Philip IV.”104 
Pacheco’s free version of Pliny’s story, conveniently placed before his discussion 
of Van der Hamen’s paintings of flowers, reminds readers of the fact that Van der Hamen 
was known and criticized at the time precisely for turning his production of still lives into 
a commercial business. For example, in 1628, Fray Hortensio Paravicino (1580-1633), a 
celebrity preacher and poet, mockingly addressed Van der Hamen as the “painter of 
chestnuts and turnips,” and, alluding to his production of portraits, described his 
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workshop as a “big store with few faces and many stalks” in two of his sonnets.105 As this 
poet’s joke implies, Van der Hamen’s artistic practice involved clever commercial 
strategies. These included specialization, repetition, selling pictures directly from his 
shop, and, as if establishing a sort of trademark, signing works executed by his 
assistants.106 
Three pictures depicting a basket of sweets, signed and dated between 1620 and 
1622, reveal some of Van der Hamen’s key commercial strategies (Figures 40, 41, 42). 
As evident in these works, Van der Hamen employs compositional repetition: with the 
exception of the signature, placed on the lid of the jar on the right side in the Prado 
painting, and on the ledge of the window in the picture from a private collection, the two 
still lives depicting Baskets, Boxes, and Jars of Sweets (both of them dated 1622) 
(Figures 40-41), are virtually identical in terms of composition. And although crowded 
with more objects (a small clay jug, a spoon, a fork, and a pastry), Table-top with Basket 
and Boxes of Sweets (1620) (Figure 42), presents the same basket, boxes, and jar of the 
1622 two still lives. Additionally, there are indications that Van der Hamen made 
efficient use of workshop assistants or apprentices. Although all these paintings are 
signed, their quality and level of finish is not equal. William Jordan has suggested that 
the Prado painting, which presents a careful attention to detail in the white highlights of 
the sugar and the translucent substance of the candied fruits, might be considered an 
“autograph” work. However, he is cautious about the other two examples because they 
present a drier, less nuanced touch.107 Such differences in quality betray the presence of 
assistants, which were essential to meeting the demands of his successful shop.108 In fact, 
the purpose of both strategies (compositional repetition and use of assistants) was to 
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produce some works more quickly in order to broaden the market for still lives. The less 
finished and detailed paintings were necessarily cheaper than the more refined ones, and 
thus could be more affordable for the middle class.  
Highly detailed works such as the Still Life with Sweets (1622) (Figure 43), or the 
aforementioned Still Life with Sweets and Glassware (1622) (Figure 16) also illustrate 
Pacheco’s assertion that, in order to accurately depict inanimate objects, a painter should 
modify and retouch his picture as much as needed, a laborious process that was most 
aptly achieved with oil paintings: 
 
Oil painting is the best suited to this genre, because it can be retouched many  
times and the colors can be tuned until achieving the true imitation of natural 
flowers. There can also be mastery in the cups of glass, earthenware, silver, and 
gold, and in the baskets in which flowers are commonly arranged.109 
In fact, the level of finish attained in paintings such as these conceals a considerable 
amount of manual labor that ultimately determined these paintings’ monetary value.110 
In Van der Hamen’s still lives for the Count of Solre (Figures 28-29), the level of 
detail and finish are heightened by the effect they were expected to achieve in Solre’s 
house. As mentioned earlier, the still lives were unframed and mounted on two doors, so 
that they appeared to be part of the actual room.111 Given their size, descriptive detail, 
and originality, it is very probable that Van der Hamen’s still lives were commissioned 
directly by Solre, who might have requested the painter to accurately depict the room 
where the paintings were to be hung.112 Thus, contrasting with Van der Hamen’s less 
detailed and repetitive paintings, which he sold to the bureaucrats and craftsmen who 
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made up Madrid’s middle class, these still lives have been custom-tailored to meet the 
demands of their aristocratic owner. The paintings are unsigned, which reinforces the fact 
that highly illusionistic paintings could cause the painter to “disappear behind his 
work.”113 In other words, by leaving no traces of brushwork, Van der Hamen’s technique 
also conceals the artist’s hand.  
At the same time, the absence of signatures also establishes these still lives as 
particularly non-commercial. As Ann Jensen Adams has argued in relation to Rembrandt 
(1606-1669), signatures not only signaled a painting’s authenticity, but, within the 
context of the marketplace, functioned as “the artist’s claim to economic responsibility 
for, income from, and promotion of his paintings.”114 By signing works created by his 
assistants, Van der Hamen not only ensured that every work produced in his studio could 
be recognized as a “Van der Hamen,” but also that these works could be valued 
accordingly. In other words, within Van der Hamen’s oeuvre, signatures constituted an 
effective commercial strategy. Thus, by omitting his signatures in Solre’s two still lives, 
Van der Hamen is also effacing the commercial nature of his artistic production at large.  
This has interesting implications regarding Van der Hamen’s artistic identity: the 
finish, look, and anonymity of these still lives deny the labor invested in them, the same 
labor that, paradoxically, also established their expensiveness. Moreover, they are 
designed for an aristocratic world that also denies its own relationship to a complicated 
and evolving economy. Thus, in his highly finished and laboriously produced still lives 
for the elite, Van der Hamen projected an artistic identity that cleverly concealed its 
commercial basis.115 
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Conclusion 
Van der Hamen’s still lives signal the fact that in seventeenth-century Spain 
artistic identity was much more elastic than has often been recognized. His glossy, 
artificial, and meticulously arranged still lives recreate the aristocracy’s traditional 
rejection of commerce and trade, masking a very different reality under the aura of 
hospitality. Similarly, in their smooth surfaces and fine brushstrokes, these still lives 
disguise Van der Hamen’s own commercial strategies, ones which must have brought 
him considerable economic profit. Considering Van der Hamen’s own noble origins, this 
is highly significant. It reminds us, in sum, that in seventeenth-century Spain, the concept 
and ideology of artistic nobility was very much dependent upon the nobility’s own 
shifting values during this period. 
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Notes 
                                                        
1 In order to be admitted to the Order of Santiago, Velázquez had to demonstrate that he had 
never received money for his paintings. In the process, painters such as Alonso Cano, Juan 
Carreño de Miranda, Francisco de Burgos Mantilla, or Angelo Nardi declared that Velázquez had 
only painted as a personal distraction or to satisfy the king’s wishes. For a discussion of this 
process see Fernando Marías, Velázquez: Pintor y Criado del Rey (Guipúzcoa: Nerea, 1999), 231-
232. 
 
2 The traditional idea that early modern Spain was intrinsically anti-capitalist and that noblemen 
were not engaged in commercial activities has been challenged by recent scholarship. Historians 
such as Henry Kamen, I.A.A Thompson, and Antonio Domínguez Ortiz offer ample evidence that 
noblemen used their resources to enter the market, and that aristocratic values and commercial 
profit were not incompatible. For example, Kamen, Golden Age Spain, 2nd ed. (Houndmills: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 73-74, notes how whereas there was prejudice against small-scale 
trade and shop keeping, large-scale trading was considered an honorable profession. Domínguez 
Ortiz, Las clases privilegiadas en la España del Antiguo Régimen (Madrid: Istmo, 1973), 117, 
notes that, especially the urban nobility, enjoyed alternative sources of income which, springing 
from administrative positions and speculation, were supplanting the traditionally aristocratic ways 
of obtaining wealth, from the land and rents. Thomson, “The Nobility in Spain, 1600-1800,” in 
The European Nobilities in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, vol. 1, H.M. Scott, ed. 
(Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 241, further asserts that “titled noblemen too were tax-
farmers, factory owners, exporters, [and] moneylenders.”  
 As Kamen, 75, suggests, this transformation of noble values was much influenced by “the 
entry of nouveau-riche merchants and others into the noble class.” Titles of nobility were 
increasingly being purchased by the merchant and bureaucratic classes, which reflects “the 
upward progress of the moneyed and landed elite, proving that Spanish society was not fixed into 
immovable status categories.” About this particular issue see I.A.A. Thompson, “The Purchase of 
Nobility in Castile, 1552-1700,” Journal of European Economic History 8.2 (1979): 313-360.   
 
3 The career of Juan van der Hamen is well documented and has been recently studied, most 
especially by William B. Jordan, Juan van der Hamen y León and the Court of Madrid (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2006).  See also William B. Jordan, “Juan van der Hamen y León,” 
diss., New York University, 1967, and Peter Cherry, Arte y naturaleza: El bodegón español en el 
Siglo de Oro (Madrid: Doce Calles, 1999), 145-197. Van der Hamen was the member of a family 
of Flemish descent and low nobility. His father, Jehon van der Hamen came to the Spanish court 
in 1586 to seek a position in the Guardia de los Arqueros, the king’s Burgundian bodyguard, an 
elite group of 100 nobles of Flemish ancestry. See Jordan, ibid, 40-41. Jordan, 55, also suggests 
that Van der Hamen’s training as a painter must have taken place in Madrid.  
 
4 Being part of the low urban nobility, Van der Hamen vividly embodies Thompson’s suggestion 
that a business-oriented lesser nobility was emerging during this period. See “The Nobility in 
Spain,” 242. For van der Hamen’s higher social status in relation to other Madrilenian painters of 
his generation see Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 146. According to Jordan, Juan van der Hamen y 
León, 73: “Van der Hamen’s genius was to perceive that his fellow sybarites, especially those in 
the middle class, were ready for this and to structure his studio practice to capitalize on it.”  
 
5 For some recent accounts of still-life painting in Spain see Felix Scheffler, Das spanische 
Stilleben des 17. Jahrhunderts Theorie, Genese und Entfaltung einer neuen Bildgattung 
(Frankfurt am Main: Vervuert, 2000) and Ira Oppermann, Das spanische Stillleben im 17. 
Jahrhundert :vom fensterlosen Raum zur lichtdurchfluteten Landschaft (Berlin: Reimer, 2007). 
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6 Francisco Pacheco, El Arte de la pintura (1649), ed. Bonaventura Bassegoda y Hugas (Madrid: 
Cátedra, 1990), 512: “Juan Vanderramen las hizo (flores) extremadamente bien, y mejor los 
dulces, aventájandose en esta parte a las figuras y retratos que hacía y, así, esto le dio, a su 
despecho, mayor nombre.” Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 57, 60, suggests that, like other painters 
of his generation, Van der Hamen aimed to excel in the fields of narrative history and religious 
painting, and that “he did not intend to stake his career on this new genre.” Van der Hamen was 
in fact an accomplished portraitist and religious painter. As Jordan, 217, also notes, his ambitions 
are demonstrated by the fact that he competed for the salaried position as court painter which 
opened up in 1627, and which, as is well known, was finally awarded to Velázquez. 
 
7 Van der Hamen’s familiarity with the intellectual circles of the court had much to do with the 
fact that his brother, Lorenzo van der Hamen, became one of the most respected literati in Madrid 
during the 1620s. See Jordan, Juan van der Hamen y León, 48. Renowned poets such as Lope de 
Vega dedicated verses to the artist. See, for instance, Lope’s “Soneto a Juan de Vander Hamen 
Pintor Excelente,” reproduced in Jordan, “Juan van der Hamen,” 308. These writers’ appreciation 
for Van der Hamen’s art is also attested by the fact that in Juan Pérez de Montalbán’s Índice de 
los ingenios de Madrid (1633), a kind of compendium of intellectual personalities, the only artist 
included was Van der Hamen. See Jordan, Spanish Still Life in the Golden Age (Forth Worth: 
Kimbell Art Museum, 1985), 104. Jordan also recounts how Montalbán even remarked that, in 
addition to exceeding Nature itself with his paintings, “(Van der Hamen) wrote extraordinary 
verses, with which he proved the relationship that exists between Painting and Poetry.” For these 
and other intellectuals, Van der Hamen’s still lives thus embodied the sisterhood of the arts, a 
notion that, as we saw in the previous chapter, was very much in vogue at the time.  
 
8 See chapter 2, n. 24.   
 
9 For an identification of this beverage with aloja see Jordan, Juan van der Hamen y León, 77. 
About the popularity of this drink in Madrid during this period see José Deleito y Piñuela, Sólo 
Madrid es corte (La capital de dos mundos bajo Felipe IV) (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1942), 159-
162.  
 
10 One of the first scholars to suggest this connection was Ernst H. Gombrich, “Tradition and 
Expression in Western Still Life,” Burlington Magazine 103.698 (1961): 178. In its origins the 
Spanish still life was also associated with humanistic ideals. For example, in 1535, Julio de 
Aquiles and Alexander Mayner (disciples of the Italian Giovanni da Udine) were decorating the 
ceilings of two small rooms (known as “salas de frutas”) in the palace of Charles V in the 
Alhambra, Granada, with octagonal paintings of flowers, fruits, and vegetables that emulated the 
recently discovered classic grotesque paintings of the Vatican. Pacheco, Arte, 460-461, discusses 
these paintings within the context of these newly discovered paintings. Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 
62, n. 13, also mentions a poem by Luis de Góngora, Ilustre ciudad famosa (1586), in which 
these rooms are linked to humanistic values.    
 
11 Pliny’s artistic anecdotes have been compiled in E. Seller, The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on the 
History of Art, K. Jex-Blake, trans. (Chicago: Argonaut, 1968). For a critical analysis of these 
tales see Jacob Isager, Pliny on Art and Society: The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on the History of Art 
(London: Routledge, 1991).   
 
12 Pliny’s story as follows: “The story runs that Parrhasios and Zeuxis entered into competition, 
Zeuxis exhibiting a picture of some grapes, so true to nature that the birds flew up to the wall of 
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the stage.” Translated in Seller, The Elder Pliny’s Chapters, 109, 111. 
 
13 Pacheco, Arte, 413: “El modo de pintar de Apeles, Protógenes, Parrasio, Zeuxis y los demás era 
acabado como lo es el natural, pues los engaños que de la vista de sus obras sucedieron fueron de 
cerca y no de lejos; y que no eran sus pinturas a borrones ni confusas; porque claro es que para 
engañar los páxaros y obligarles a picar las uvas, si de muy de cerca no lo parecieran, fuera 
disparate hacernos creer cosa semejante […] Y por esta causa las famosas pinturas antiguas es de 
creer que fueron acabadísimas, porque la buena manera de pintar al temple no permite menos que 
mucha unión y dulzura.”  
 
14 This self-conscious adopting of the anecdotes related to the painters of antiquity was quite 
typical of still-life painters. See Sybille Ebert-Schifferer, “Trompe l’Oeil: The Underestimated 
Trick,” in Deceptions and Illusions: Five Centuries of Trompe l’Oeil Painting, Sybille Ebert-
Schifferer, ed. (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 2002), 19. 
 
15 For a discussion of Céspedes see Jonathan Brown, Painting in Spain 1500-1700, 2nd ed. (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 100. For his writings on art see Jesús Rubio Lapaz and 
Fernando Moreno Cuadro, eds., Escritos de Pablo de Céspedes: Edición crítica (Córdoba: 
Diputación de Córdoba, 1998). 
 
16 The original Spanish in Pacheco, Arte, 521: “El Racionero Pablo de Céspedes pintó un famoso 
cuadro de la Cena de Cristo Nuestro Señor que yo he visto en la Iglesia mayor de Córdoba y, 
teniéndola en su casa, los que la venían a ver celebraban mucho un vaso que estaba pintado en 
ella, sin atender a la valentía de lo demás, y viendo que se les iban los ojos a todos a aquel 
juguete, enfurecido, daba voces a su criado: “Andrés, bórrame luego este jarro y quítamelo de 
aquí. ¿Es posible que no se repare en tantas cabezas y manos en que he puesto todo mi estudio y 
cuidado y se vayan todos a esta impertinencia? Bastante documento para que se haga caso de las 
cosas mayores y más dificultosas, que son las figuras, y se huya de semejantes divertimentos 
despreciados siempre de los grandes maestros.” 
 
17 According to Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 74: “Contrasting with Blas de Prado or Sánchez 
Cotán […] Van der Hamen approached the still life not just as a serious artistic challenge but also 
as a new commercial opportunity.” A similar opinion in Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 153. For a 
monographic work on Sánchez Cotán see Jordan, La imitación de la naturaleza: los bodegones 
de Sánchez Cotán (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 1993).  
 
18 When the Italian nobleman and supporter of still-life painting Giovanni Battista Crescenzi 
arrived in Madrid in 1617 he presented Philip III with an illusionistic display of glasses, which he 
had purportedly painted himself. See Dino Frescobaldi and Francisco Solinas, The Frescobaldi: A 
Florentine Family, (Firenze: Le Lettere, 2004), 304-305. Frescobaldi, 305, suggests that “[He] 
probably used the artists under his patronage to produce works in his own name and present them 
to princes or prominent personages.” Jordan,  Juan van der Hamen, 33 also notes how, in addition 
to promoting the taste for still-life painting in Spain (he was an enthusiastic devotee of still-life 
painting and the naturalistic style), the arrival of Crescenzi in the Spanish court was also decisive 
in other aspects of artistic development. He became one of the most powerful members of the 
Junta de Obras y Bosques, and was called upon by Philip IV (along with Maino), to judge the 
competition between the royal painters (Carducho, Cajes, Nardi and Velázquez) in 1627. Jordan, 
73-74, further suggests that Crescenzi might have been involved in Van der Hamen’s sponsorship 
at court, although there is not documentation proving the suggestion. It is very plausible, 
however, because, as it is well-known, Crescenzi was the protector of other still life artists such 
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as Juan Fernández “el labrador” and Antonio de Pereda. About Crescenzi as painter see also 
Maurizio Marini, “Del Signor Giovanni Battista Crescentij, Pittore,” The J. Paul Getty Museum 
Journal 9 (1981): 127-132.       
 
19 Pacheco, Arte, 511: “Pintólas muy bien (las frutas) Blas de Prado, y cuando pasó a Marruecos 
por orden del Rey, llevaba unos lienzos de frutas, que yo vi, muy bien pintados.”  
 
20 For this suggestion see Alfonso Pérez Sánchez, Pintura española de bodegones y floreros de 
1600 a Goya (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 1983), 30; and Jordan, La imitación de la naturaleza, 
31-32. 
 
21 See footnote 13. 
 
22 Pacheco, Arte, 519: “Con el cual (el natural) me aventuré una vez, a agradar a un amigo 
estando en Madrid, año 1625, y le pinté un lencecillo con dos figuras del natural, flores y frutas y 
otros juguetes, que hoy tiene mi doctor amigo Francisco de Rioja; y conseguí lo que bastó para 
que las demás cosas de mi mano pareciesen delante dél pintadas.” Pacheco’s tale reminds us of 
yet another classical tale, that of Zeuxis’s painting of the child carrying grapes. Just as Pacheco, 
who implies this painting from nature to be better than things he had painted before, Zeuxis also 
lamented to have painted the grapes better than the child. “Zeuxis …painted a child carrying 
grapes, and when birds flew to the fruit…he strode up to the picture in anger with it and said, ‘I 
have painted the grapes better than the child; If I had made a success of that as well, the birds 
would inevitably have been afraid of it.” Quoted in Ebert-Schifferer, “Trompe L’Oeil,” 19. The 
story is also recounted in Pacheco, Arte, 520-521: “No le sucedió así a Zeuxis cuando pintó el 
muchacho que llevaba unas uvas sobre la cabeza, a las cuales volaban a picar los páxaros, por 
donde, airado contra su obra dixo: Mejor he pintado las uvas que el muchacho, porque, si 
estuviera perfeto, las aves tuvieran miedo de llegar a ellas. Bien se ve por este hecho cuán 
impacientemente llevan los grandes pintores que los que los miran sus cuadros no reparen y 
celebren las cosas menos importantes y se olviden, por las niñerías, de lo principal.”   
 
23 Pacheco’s painting has not been identified. It is discussed in Jordan, Juan Van der Hamen, 145-
146. According to ibid, 146: “That Pacheco chose to paint a bodegón in Madrid—one, as he said, 
so naturalistic that it made his other works seem only “painted”—is significant because it 
acknowledges his understanding of the direction in which taste at court had moved.” 
 
24 According to Ebert-Schifferer, 24, “trompe l’oeil paintings represent a highly self-reflexive 
genre, a sustained debate between the art and itself, the artist and himself.” 
 
25 Ebert-Schifferer, “Trompe L’Oeil,” 18, recounts John Ruskin’s (1819-1900) observation that 
“trompe l’oeil directed attention away from the truth of a representation to the materiality of the 
constructed object.” 
 
26 For an early account of this view see Elizabeth Honig, “Making Sense of Things: On the 
Motives of Dutch Still Life,” Res, 34 (1998), 167. 
 
27 Lisa Jardine, Worldly Goods (London: Macmillan, 1996), 15. 
 
28 This is evident from the amount of Van der Hamen’s still lives which appear in the inventories 
compiled in Marcus B. Burke and Peter Cherry, Collections of Paintings in Madrid 1601-1755, 
vol. 2 (Los Angeles: The Provenance Index of the Getty Information Institute, 1997). For Van der 
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Hamen’s collectors in Madrid during this period see also Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 173-187.  
 
29 See Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 73; and Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 173. 
 
30 Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 173, suggests that these luxurious motifs might have originated also 
in the Flemish models Van der Hamen supposedly knew and emulated. Ibid, 150, also notes that, 
while the supposedly Flemish origins of van der Hamen’s still lives are no longer sustainable, the 
artist’s familiarity with such models is undeniable. Ibid even suggests that van der Hamen might 
have taken advantage of his Flemish name and origins to increase the economic value of his 
works, since Flemish paintings were highly valued at court during the period.  
 In terms of Sánchez Cotán’s still lives, it has been demonstrated that some of the products 
he depicted were in fact newly discovered foods from the Americas. For example, the Still Life 
with Game (1600-1603) (Chicago Art Institute) includes a chayote, a kind of pumpkin still grown 
in Mexico and Central America. Noted in Jordan, Imitación de la naturaleza, 62. This interest in 
the exotic products of the Spanish colonies would work against the Norman Bryson’s 
interpretation of Cotán’s still lives as “anorexic.” See Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked: Four 
Essays on Still-Life Painting (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 60-95. 
 
31 Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 89. 
 
32 Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 91. 
 
33 As Matilde Santamaría Arnaiz, “La alimentación de los españoles bajo el reinado de los 
Austrias: La Sala de Alcaldes de Casa y Corte, las Fuentes literarias, los colegios mayores y el 
papel sanitario de boticarios y médicos,” diss. Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 1988, vol. 1, 
668, observes, sugar was so expensive during this period that some professions received sugar as 
a special bonus.  
 
34 Although the inventory numbers of these two paintings reveal they were probably not pendants, 
they were both part of the Marquis of Leganés’s collection, and exemplify the way these kind of 
paintings were displayed in pairs. See Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 190-191.  
 
35 In “Making Sense of Things,” 174, Elizabeth Honig makes an interesting observation about 
Spanish still lives that can be applied to Van der Hamen’s picture: “In these elegant 
arrangements, one human presence has intensely preceded ours—that of the artist. While the 
artifice of Dutch meal pieces is often commented upon, in fact it does not intrude to anything like 
the chilling degree that Spanish painters’ intervention does. The placement of objects there is 
more sacral than social. Composed with uncanny exactitude, these tables ask not to be disturbed: 
their visualized formal rituals prohibit the interruption of secondary participation.”   
 
36 According to Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 267, Van der Hamen invented the stepped format 
while working for the Marquis of Leganes in 1626-27. Jordan, 189, suggests that it constitutes a 
departure from the dark “window” setting the artist had adopted from Sánchez Cotán. For another 
discussion of this particular format see also Cherry, Arte y Naturaleza, 158. 
 
37 Cherry, Arte y Naturaleza, 151. The significance of this commission to Van der Hamen’s 
career is noted in Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 55-58. Cherry explains that the commission, 
which took place in 1619, when Van der Hamen was only 23, constituted the first royal 
commission of a still life in Spain. Philip III requested a still life that, along with 5 others, would 
decorate the Galeria del Mediodia of El Pardo, Philip’s hunting lodge near Madrid. The five still 
 
 
 
 
168 
                                                                                                                                                                     
lives had been painted by Sánchez Cotán, and it was probably through this commission that Van 
der Hamen came into contact with the Toledan’s illusionistic depictions. As Cherry, 58, also 
suggests, the fact that Van der Hamen was commissioned to produce a still life of Cotán’s type 
implies that the artist might have painted something similar before. 
 
38 Cherry, Arte y Naturaleza, 74-75. 
 
39 Cherry, Arte y Naturaleza, 101, n. 47. 
 
40 Cherry, Arte y Naturaleza, 76. 
 
41 Cherry, Arte y Naturaleza, 158. 
 
42 See Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 188, 192. As we noted earlier, some of these small canvas 
could also be sold. Jordan, 192, notes that this would be the case of the most finished small 
canvas, which contrast with the sketchier ones, probably used as modelos.  
 
43 According to Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 117, these still lives make “a self-conscious 
statement about artifice imposing order upon disarray […] In this essential respect van der 
Hamen’s still lives (indeed most Spanish still lives) differentiate themsleves from their Dutch 
counterparts, which emphasize notions of utility and consumption, thereby evoking moralizing 
sentiments of vanitas.” A similar opinion is found in Alfonso E. Pérez Sánchez, Pintura española 
de bodegónes y floreros de 1600 a Goya (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 1983), 42: “El antepecho se 
convierte en una especie de mostrador que ofrece las piezas a la contemplación, en un orden 
sobrio y casi ritual, que traduce una especie de liturgia del banquete y sin que haya el menor 
rastro de esa menuda huella de lo humano (migajas, pastel partido, frutas a medio pelar, que con 
tanta frecuencia anima los bodegones holandeses).”  
 Several art historians and cultural critics have pointed out the insistence on consumption 
and functionality that characterizes seventeenth-century Dutch still lives. See especially Roland 
Barthes, “The World as Object,” in Critical Essays, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1972), 3-12; Hal Foster, “The Art of Fetishism: Notes on Dutch 
Still Life,” in Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, Emily Apter and William Pietz, eds. (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1993), 251-265; and the chapter on “Abundance,” in Bryson, Looking 
at the Overlooked, 96-135. 
 
44 For a classic interpretation of this issue see Simon Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches: An 
Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the Golden Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1988).  
 
45 Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 117.  
 
46 Virtually every commentator on Van der Hamen’s still lives makes this connection, but has 
never been further examined. See, for example, Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 173-174; Jordan, Juan 
van der Hamen, 72; Perez Sánchez, Pintura española, 52.  
 
47 Felicity Heal has developed these ideas in Hospitality in Early Modern England (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1990); and “The Idea of Hospitality in Early Modern England,” Past 
and Present 102 (1984): 66-93.  
 
48 Heal, “The Idea of Hospitality,” 81. 
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49 About the influence of Castiglione’s Courtier in Spanish culture see Ignacio Navarrete, 
Orphans of Petrarch: Poetry and Theory in the Spanish Renaissance (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994), esp. 39-57. 
 
50 David R. Ringrose, Madrid and the Spanish Economy, 1560-1850 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1983), 8.  
 
51 Quoted in William R. Blue, Spanish Comedy and Historical Contexts in the 1620s 
(Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 90. 
 
52 Ringrose, Madrid, 7. 
 
53 Ringrose, Madrid, 4. 
 
54 Ringrose, Madrid, 4. 
 
55 For a discussion of this book see Néstor Luján, La vida cotidiana en el Siglo de Oro español 
(Barcelona: Planeta, 1988), 36-39. For a facsimile edition see Francisco Martínez Montiño, Arte 
de cocina, pasteleria, vizcocheria y conserveria (Valencia: Librerías París-Valencia, 1997). In the 
Banquete de Nobles Caballeros (1530), Luis Lobera de Ávila, physician of Charles V, described 
the ideal banquet as follows: “En un buen banquete ha de haber muchas frutas de principio, y 
cosas de leche y queso y mucha diversidad de carnes, ansí como carnero, vaca, ternera, venado, 
cabrito, lechones y ansarones, etc. Muchas maneras de aves […] liebres, conejos, gaçapos, etc. Y 
todo de diversas maneras guisado con manteca y vino y vinagre; y todo genero de salsas y 
pasteles, y todo genero de pescados.” Quoted in María de los Ángeles Pérez Samper, “Fiesta y 
alimentación en la España moderna: el banquete como imagen festiva de abundancia y 
refinamiento,” Espacio, Tiempo y Forma 10 (1997): 55.  
 
56 As Pérez Samper, “Fiesta y alimentación,” 63, suggests, the scenography surrounding the early 
modern banquet was as important as the foods which were served there. Ibid includes the 
description the Portuguese Tome Pinheiro da Veiga wrote of a banquet the Duke of Lerma, valido 
of Philip III, offered to Charles Howard, Count of Nottingham in 1605. Among other things, da 
Veiga describes how a special structure was built specifically for the servants to parade with the 
different dishes; special rooms were set to display the gold and enamel tableware and the 
expensive colored glasses; and the bread was shaped in “invenciones.”   
 
57 Illustrated in María del Carmen Simón Palmer, La cocina de palacio 1561-1931 (Madrid: 
Castalia, 1997), 35. 
 
58 José María Díez Borque, La sociedad española y los viajeros del siglo XVII (Madrid: Sociedad 
General Española de Librería, 1975), 100. The noble custom of the visita, especially among 
women, is discussed in José Deleito y Piñuela, La mujer, la casa y la moda (en la España del rey 
poeta) (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1946), 32-38 and 102-107. 
 
59 Given the consumerist nature of Madrid, the lack of Spanish market scenes produced during 
this period is surprising. Paintings of the market by Pieter Aertsen, Joachim Beuckelaer, and 
Frans Snyders, the artists who introduced this subject in the Flemish context, had been collected 
in Spain since the beginning of the century, and had a remarkable impact in Velázquez’s early 
bodegones. As Elizabeth Honig, Painting and the Market in Early Modern Antwerp (New Haven: 
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Yale University Press, 1998), 18, notes, these paintings produced a discourse of commerce while, 
at the same time, thematizing their painters’ identity as producers not just of paintings about 
commodities, but also of paintings as commodities. By contrast, Spanish artists focused on 
hospitality as the means of negotiating Madrid’s material goods.    
 
60 In Still Life and Trade in the Dutch Golden Age (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 
Julie Berger Hochstrasser analyzes Dutch still lives in terms of the particular narratives of Dutch 
trade they condense. According to Hochstrasser, 16, these still lives eclipse the conditions of 
production and acquisition of the products they depict, masking them under the aura of facile 
consumption to an audience heavily involved in trade. The conditions under which still lives were 
produced and perceived in the Spanish context were certainly very different to those of the Dutch 
Republic. However, Hochstrasser’s method of analysis and the questions she poses offer 
interesting insights with regards to Van der Hamen’s still lives. While the owners of Dutch still 
lives were, as mentioned above, in charge of the country’s trade, in Spain still lives were 
originally collected by an aristocratic elite that, at least in theory, persistently resisted 
involvement with trade and commerce. Contrasting with the Dutch, whose still lives would 
remind viewers of the vehicles of their wealth, it would seem that Spanish collectors of still lives 
could only assume the role of the consumer. However, as the main player of Madrid’s 
consumerism, the Spanish aristocracy did have a role in the development of the capital’s peculiar 
economy. 
 
61 Being a member of a family of Flemish descent and low nobility, van der Hamen met the 
requirements to join the Guardia de Arqueros Reales, the king’s Burgundian bodyguard, of which 
he became a member in 1623. As Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 41, explains, this position brought 
not only prestige, but many economic benefits: a salary of 65,000 maravedíes annually, free 
housing, food allowance, free medical care, and pension benefits. Ibid, 70, also notes that this 
salary would be very similar to that of a painter to the king.   
 
62 Jean de Croӱ, 2nd Count of Solre, was one of the most important Flemish politicians at the 
Spanish court during the first half of the seventeenth century. He spent part of his life in Madrid, 
and was involved in political affairs oriented to creating links between the courts of the 
Archdukes Isabella and Albert of Austria and Philip IV. In 1624 he was appointed Captain of the 
Archers of the Burgundian Royal Guard, which was entirely composed of Flemish members, 
most of them painters. See José Juan Pérez Preciado, “Aarschot and Solre. The Collections, 
Patronage and Influence in Spain of two Flemish Noblemen,” in Sponsors of the Past. Flemish 
Art and Patronage 1550-1700, Hans Vlieghe and Katlijne van der Stighelen, eds. (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2005), 17. See also Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 170; Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 175; 
Burke and Cherry, Collections of Paintings in Madrid, 319; and J. H. Elliott, The Count-Duke of 
Olivares: The Statesman in an Age of Decline (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 272, 
296.  
 
63 In the inventory, they are briefly described as “two paintings with flowers from Flanders and 
glasses and candies with some dogs.” The Spanish original quoted in Burke and Cherry, 
Collections of Paintings in Madrid, 324: “dos quadros donde están unos Ramilleteros de flores de 
flandes y unos vidrios y dulçes con unos Perros (tienen de cayda tres Varas y de ancho vara y 
tercia poco mas o menos cada uno treinta ducados).” The two paintings were purchased by Philip 
IV after Solre’s death. According to Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 175, they could be the paintings 
described as hanging in the Alcazar’s dining room, and at the time were considered to be Flemish. 
 
64 For the identification of these objects see Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 172. For the 
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significance of the time which appears in the clock see Burke and Cherry, Collections of 
Paintings in Madrid, 320.  
 
65 Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 176, has suggested that the words used to describe the way they 
were displayed in Solre’s inventory, “a lo largo de una puerta,” (flanking a doorway), could mean 
that they were mounted on the doors, so that when they were closed the paintings would give the 
illusion of being an extension of the actual room. For a similar opinion see also Jordan, Juan van 
der Hamen, 175.  
 
66 I am speculating with the possibility that van der Hamen’s still lives were mounted on the doors 
leading to the second room. For a detailed description of the room’s decoration see Cherry, Arte y 
naturaleza, 176.  
 
67 As Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 177, informs, in addition, there was a third, unidentified allegory 
depicting a female figure with a basket of fruits, and a bronze relief with the theme of the 
“Banquet of Gods.” See ibid, 194, n. 148-149, for the original description of the rooms, included 
in a 1638 inventory of Solre’s collection.  
 
68 The opposition nature-artifice emerging from the juxtaposition of Van der Hamen’s allegories 
and still lives for Solre recalls the opposed character of two descriptions of ancient xenia (the 
Greek term for hospitality, but also the term describing paintings of foods) which were included 
in Philostratus’ Imagines: one of them described a painting with raw fruits and vegetables; the 
other emphasized the artificiality of elaborate dishes. As Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked, 29, 
suggests: “The two xenia pictures function as type and antitype. Two opposing conceptions of 
prosperity, from the idyll of nature unadorned, pre-cultural, prior to cultural difference and 
hierarchy through to the portrayal of over-refinement, vitiation of taste, and sharp social 
division.”     
 
69 Spanish original quoted in Burke and Cherry, Collections of Paintings in Madrid, 321: “dos 
cuadros de dos diosas, una de flores, y otro de frutas, que tienen de cayda tres varas poco mas o 
menos y de ancho dos varas menos sesma poco mas o menos.” Ibid were the first to suggest these 
paintings were Van der Hamen’s allegories. Their idea has been accepted by Jordan, Juan van der 
Hamen, 176; and, most recently, by Luis Ramón-Laca and Felix Scheffler, “Juan van der Hamen 
y el gusto foráneo por las flores,” in El arte foraneo en España: Presencia e influencia, ed. 
Miguel Cabañas Bravo (Madrid: CSIC, 2005), 365.  
 
70 Ovid’s Metamorphoses was translated, for instance by fray Alberto de Aguayo (Seville, 1518) 
and Jorge Bustamante (c. 1546).  
 
71 The allegory has been traditionally identified with this theme. See for example, William B. 
Jordan and Peter Cherry, Spanish Still Life from Velázquez to Goya (London: National Gallery, 
1995), 56; Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 178; and Ramón-Laca and Scheffler, “Juan van der 
Hamen,” 366.  
 
72 For this interpretation see especially Ramón-Laca and Scheffler, “Juan van der Hamen,” 369. 
Ibid also suggest that the painting could be an allegory of smell. Van der Hamen’s allegory is 
mentioned in relation to the theme of the artificial garden in seventeenth century Spanish 
literature in Emilio Orozco Díaz, Temas del barroco de poesía y pintura (Granada: Universidad 
de Granada, 1947), 171.     
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73 The idea was first developed in Jordan, “Juan van der Hamen,” 146-147. See also Jordan, Juan 
van der Hamen, 179; and Ramón-Laca and Scheffler, “Juan van der Hamen,” 369-370. Ibid, 374-
375, also suggests the painting could be related to the play Valor, agravio y mujer, written by Ana 
Caro de Mallén y Soto, and which could have been inspired in members of Solre’s family. For a 
discussion of Flora as a noble courtesan see Julius Held, “Flora, Goddess and Courtesan,” in 
Essays in Honor of Erwin Panofsky, vol. 2, Millard Meiss, ed. (New York: New York University 
Press, 1961), 214.    
 
74 Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 181, 306 n. 33, rejects any potential relationship between van der 
Hamen’s allgories and Flemish models, especially because, in his own words: “Unlike most 
Italian or Flemish allegories of this type, Van der Hamen’s protagonists are attired in 
contemporary fashion.” However, many Flemish allegories of the seasons represent female 
figures in contemporary, aristocratic attire, just as they appear in van der Hamen’s pictures. 
Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 170, considers the possibility that these allegories were in fact 
consciously modeled after Flemish examples as a sort of commercial strategy. 
 
75 Honig, Painting and the Market, 141. 
 
76 Honig, Painting and the Market, 138. 
 
77 For Rubens’s sketch see Svetlana Alpers, The decoration of the Torre de la Parada (Brussels: 
Arcade Press, 1971), 266. 
 
78 Van der Hamen’s deviation from the typical iconography has been observed in Ramón-Laca 
and Scheffler, “Juan van der Hamen,” 366. However, it has never been attempted to interpret the 
significance of this change. In the Spanish Las transformaciones de Ovidio (Valladolid: Por 
Diego Fernandez de Cordova, 1589), libr. 14, fol. 381, the episode Van der Hamen depicts is 
described as follows: “Vertumno más que todos estos la ama, mas no es con ella más que todos 
estos dichoso, o quantas veces segador pues hecho de manadas de espigas se cargara por gozar 
solamente de su vista muchas veces se ha coronado guadañador de heno parecía: hora vaquero 
hecho la aguijada trayendo parecía en aquel punto de desuñir los bueyes acababa; hora la hoz en 
la derecha mano parecía podador de viñas y arbores, tal vez la escala al hombro se poniendo 
creyeras era cogedor de fruta.”   
 
79 Although, as Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 181, has noted, Pomona’s idealized head appears to 
derive from an engraving representing a Female Head in Profile, executed by Antonio Tempesta 
after Michelangelo, her sumptuous attire is utterly contemporary, complicating her allegorical 
status while signaling her membership to the aristocratic elite.  
 
80 The numbers are very significant in this regard. For example, according to the tables provided 
by Ringrose, Madrid’s population raised from 65,000 in 1597 to 170-180,000 in 1630. See “The 
Impact of a New Capital City: Madrid, Toledo, and New Castile, 1560-1660,” The Journal of 
Economic History 33.4 (1973): 765. Ibid, 766-767, also points out that Madrid’s exorbitant 
growth, aided by an average of 4,600 immigrants per year between 1597 and 1630, promoted the 
decline in population of neighboring towns, especially Toledo. 
 
81 As Ringrose, “Impact of a New Capital City,” 768, 789, 764, explains, the increase of urban 
demand after the establishment of Madrid as capital of the Spanish empire promoted agricultural 
specialization in the surrounding towns “for the sake of the urban market.” Moreover, to 
regularize and ensure food supply in the capital, the crown and the elite established various 
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coercive devices which included price controls, embargoes, and supply obligations. This 
distorted, and eventually ruined, the rural economy. Ringrose, 763, 772, 773, 774, also adds that 
the urban growth was a determining factor in the increases in the price of wheat and other basic 
foodstuffs during the first decades of the seventeenth century in Madrid.  
 The effects of Madrid’s new status and of its nobility’s lifestyle is succinctly synthesized 
in Stanley G. Payne, “Madrid and the Spanish Economy, 1560-1850,” review article, Business 
History Review 59.1 (1989): 158: “As Madrid grew rapidly in the early seventeenth century as an 
administrative and socio-cultural elite center, it swamped the markets of surrounding towns and 
preempted the food supplies of a large hinterland. The capital had little to offer in return, for it 
generated scant economic production of its own […]. This economically artificial community 
[…] imported a large number of elite goods from beyond Castile, while its potentially 
immiserated lower-class majority lived barely above the subsistence level. Government controls 
and regulations, combined with the sheer volume of the Madrid market, soon pulled all of greater 
central Spain within the vortex of this macrocephalic center, inflating prices and depressing 
Castilian agriculture into grain monoculture at controlled rates to feed the city’s large 
population.”  
 
82 Although it has come to designate Spanish pure still lives, in the seventeenth century, bodegón 
referred more commonly to genre scenes, especially when they depicted tavern interiors or 
kitchens. According to Jordan, Spanish Still Life, 16-17, the first recorded usage of the word in 
this sense was by Juan Pantoja de la Cruz (1553-1608). In his Arte, 517, Pacheco identifies 
“bodegones con diferencia de comida y bebida” as a distinctive genre. For a survey of the 
different usages of the word in Spanish inventories from the period see Joan-Ramon Triadó, 
“Bodegones y pintura de bodegón,” in El bodegón, by John Berger et al. (Barcelona: Galaxia 
Gutenberg, 2000), 34-38.  
 
83 About these locales see, for example, Deleito, Sólo Madrid es corte, 152-154, 167-180.   
 
84 For a discussion of Loarte’s career see Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 87-93.  
 
85 Sebastián de Covarrubias Horozco, Tesoro de la lengua castellana o española, eds. Ignacio 
Arellano and Rafael Zafra (Universidad de Navarra: Editorial Iberoamericana, 2006), 338: “el 
sotano; o portal baxo, dentro del qual esta la bodega, adonde el que no tiene quien le guise la 
comida la halla alli adereçada, y juntamente la bebida.” 
 
86 Bodegones such as Loarte’s also differ from Van der Hamen’s in the kinds of products they 
depict. Contrasting with the sophisticated delicacies shown in Van der Hamen’s pictures, the raw 
meats of Loarte’s painting are visually linked to the lower classes that ate in commercial 
establishments. For example, Covarrubias’s definition of bodegón also emphasizes the fact that 
meat is often found in those establishments. Tesoro, 338: “Algunos quieren se diga bodegón, 
quasi budellon, de budello, que en Italiano vale asaduras, y tripas, o coraznadas, porque lo mas 
que alli se vende es deste genero de vianda.” Works such as Juan Esteban’s Kitchen Scene or 
Bodegón with Game further satirize the rude and laughable gluttony that was often attached to 
such peoples, while vividly illustrating the way art theorists disparaged these kinds of paintings. 
Especially Carducho, Dialogos, 338-339: “Y no tienen poca culpa los artifices que poco han 
sabido, ó poco se han estimado, abatiendo el generoso Arte a conceptos humildes, como se veen 
oi, de tantos cuadros de bodegónes con baxos y vilisimos pensamientos, y otros de borrachos, 
otros de fulleros taures, i cosas semejantes, sin mas ingenio, ni mas asunto, de aversele antojado 
al Pintor retratar quarto picaros descompuestos, y dos mugercillas desaliñadas, en mengua del 
mismo Arte, y poca reputacion del Artifice.”  
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87 See José María de Cossío, ed. Fray Antonio de Guevara: Selección y estudio (Santander: Imp. 
y Enc. De la Librería Moderna, 1953), 74: “Los que moran fuera de aldea no tienen manojos que 
guardar, ni cepas que quemar, ni uvas que colgar, ni vino que beber, ni aun arrope que gustar; y si 
algo que desto quiere tener, a peso de oro lo han de comprar.” “Antonio de Guevara (1481-1545) 
was one of the most prolific and widely-read Spanish authors of his time. By 1800, there were 11 
Spanish editions of the Menosprecio de corte, as well as 14 editions in German, and 21 in French. 
For a recent study of his work see Luis F. Avilés, “Care of the Self: Foucault, Guevara, and the 
Complexities of Courtly and Country Life,” in Mathilde Skoie and Sonia Bjørnstad Velázquez, 
Pastoral and the Humanities, Exeter: Bristol Phoenix Press, 2006, 78-86. 
 
88 The novel’s relationship to the availability of food during this period has been thoroughly 
studied in José Antonio Maravall, La literatura picaresca desde la historia social (siglos XVI y 
XVII) (Madrid: Taurus, 1986).  
 
89 Mejía criticizes the excessive banquets, but not those which are moderate. Most particularly, he 
criticizes the excessive use of extravagant dishes. I am using the edition of Antonio Castro Díaz 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2004), 302, 308.  
 
90 Antonio de Torquemada, Obras Completas, ed. Lina Rodríguez Cacho, vol. 1 (Madrid: Turner, 
1994), 331: “Y es tanto en lo que esto se gasta que a mi juycio ha encarecido las especias, la 
manteca, la miel y la açúcar, porque todo va cargado dello y, como comen a la flamenco, con 
cada servicio que llevan va un platillo déstos para los hombres golosos, y con no tocarse algunas 
vezes en ellos, tienen mayor costa que toda la comida.” Torquemada, 333-334, also criticizes the 
custom of inviting people to eat: “Y entonces ahorravan dineros para sus necessidades y estavan 
ricos y prósperos, y agora siempre andan empeñados y alcançados. Y todo esto se gasta en comer 
y en beber, principalmente si tienen huéspedes, si andan en corte, que han de hazer plato, porque 
entonces tienen por mayor grandeza lo que sobra y se pierde y se gasta bien gastado […] Y el 
mayor daño de todos es que lo mesmo quiere hazer un señor de dos cuentos de renta que uno de 
quinze, y también quiere que sirvan a su mesa veinte y treinta platos diferentes, como si no se 
gastasen en ello dineros.”  
 
91 See footnote 2. 
 
92 “La República está damnificada por que los más señores tienen despensa en sus casas, donde 
venden cosas de regalo, como son capones, gallinas, conejos, ternera y vino, a excesivos precios; 
y los Alcaldes lo han querido remediar y no han podido. Y el remedio que han tomado ha sido en 
gran daño de los pobres, que a los que ban a comprar a las despensas, les condenan en quatro 
ducados y les caussan otro de causa y venden las sábanas para pagallo, y los despenseros y 
señores de las despensas se quedan sin castigo y con su despensa. Y las casas de los Señores son 
como casas de Embajador, que la justicia no se atreve a entrar dentro y les han hacho muchas 
resistencias sobre ello y algunos no se han castigado. Es cosa digna de remedio.” Reproduced in 
“La Sala de Alcaldes de Casa y Corte a Felipe IV,” Archivo Histórico Español. La Junta de 
Reformación: Documentos procedentes del Archivo Histórico Nacional y del General de 
Simancas 5 (1932), 211. This peculiar custom has been noted in Maravall, La literatura 
picaresca, 566, and in Domínguez Ortiz, Las clases privilegiadas, 117. 
 
93 Ramón-Laca and Scheffler, “Juan van der Hamen,” 371, have suggested that the classical statue 
adorning de garden in van der Hamen’s painting could have been inspired by one of Jan 
Saenredam’s engravings after Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617), which represents a statue of 
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Jupiter surrounded by personifications of the liberal arts. They believe this is plausible because 
“diez y siete planetas de estampa yluminadas” are mentioned in the Van der Hamen’s inventory.  
 
94 As Scheffler and Ramón-Laca, “The Gardens of Jean de Croӱ, Count of Solre, in Madrid and 
the Offering to Flora by Juan van der Hamen,” Garden History 33 (2005), 135-136, have shown, 
Solre was a lover of artificial recreations of nature. In addition to the house in Alcalá Street, 
where van der Hamen’s pictures were displayed, he owned a second house with a magnificent 
vegetable garden in the outskirts of the city. Adorned with flowering plants, rosebushes, orange 
and lemon trees, and fields of various vegetables, the garden also contained a pavilion decorated 
with landscapes, still lives, and animal paintings. Interestingly, the pavilion was also provided 
with a full dining service of gold and silver, suggesting that elaborate banquets would take place 
there.  
 
95 The association of van der Hamen’s Flora with Pliny’s story has been recently suggested by 
Ramón-Laca and Scheffler, “Juan van der Hamen,” 372.  
 
96 “As a youth (Pausias) loved his townswoman Glykera, who first invented flower wreaths. By 
copying and rivalling her he enabled encaustic painting to represent a great variety of flowers. 
Finally he painted a portrait of Glykera herself seated with a wreath, one of the famous pictures of 
the world, called the […] wreath-binder, or by others the […] wreath-seller, because Glykera had 
supported herself by selling wreaths. A copy of the picture […] was bought by Lucius Lucullus 
for two talents […] at the festival of Dionysos at Athens.” Translated in Seller, The Elder Pliny’s 
Chapters, 151, 153. As Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 200, notes, Pliny’s Natural History had 
been translated into Spanish by Jerónimo Gómez de Huerta, personal physician of Philip IV and 
famous naturalist who, significantly, had been portrayed by Van der Hamen as part of his 
portraits of illustrious men of letters.  
 
97 As Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 181, notes “it has always been remarked that the figure of 
Flora appears to be a portrait.” 
 
98 See Lisa Rosenthal, Gender, Politics, and Allegory in the Art of Rubens (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 205. 
 
99 See Celeste Brusati, “Natural Artifice and Material Values in Dutch Still Life,” in Looking at 
Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art: Realism Reconsidered, Wayne Franits, ed. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 144-157.  
 
100 In fact, Van der Hamen appears to have been the first Spanish painter to introduce this 
particular element in his still lives, a theme that became more prominent after his relationship 
with Solre. Flowers had begun to appear in Van der Hamen’s works in 1622, but it was not until 
1625 and after that they began to assume prominence: Still Life with Artichokes and Vases of 
Flowers (1627) and Still Life with Flower and Fruit (1629) are good examples of this. See 
Scheffler and Ramón-Laca, “The Gardens of Jean de Croӱ,” 137. About the development of the 
flower still life in Flemish and Dutch painting see Norbert Schneider, “The Early Floral Still 
Life,” in The Art of the Flower: The Floral Still Life from the seventeenth to the 20th Century, 
Hans-Michael Herzog, ed. (Kilchberg/Zurich: Edition Stemmle, 1996), 15-21.  
 
101 Noted in Burke and Cherry, Collections of Paintings in Madrid, 320.  
 
102 See footnote 95.  
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103 Pacheco, Arte, 508-509: “Es muy entretenida la pintura de las flores imitadas del natural en 
tiempo de primavera; y algunos han tenido eminencia en esta parte, particularmente en Flandes el 
famoso Florencio cuyo retrato se ve entre los ilustres pintores flamencos; y la antigüedad no 
careció desta gracia, que el primero en esta especie de pintura fue Pusanias Siciono el cual en su 
juventud, aficionado a Glisera, su ciudadana, inventora de las guirnaldas, a su imitación redució a 
la arte una innumerable variedad de flores; y pintó a su dama sentada componiendo una 
guirnalda; la cual pintura fue llamada stephanopoli, porque Glisera sustentaba su vida a vender 
guirnaldas.”  
 
104 Pacheco, Arte, 509-510: “Tampoco falta en este tiempo quien se aficione al entretenimiento 
desta pintura, por la facilidad con que se alcanza y el deleite que causa su variedad, y entre los 
que lo han hecho con fuerza y arte se puede contar Juan de Vanderramen, archero del Rey Filipo 
cuarto.”  
 
105 Noted in Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 155. 
 
106 Noted in Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 75, 89. Also noted in Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 153.  
 
107 See Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 85, 89. 
 
108 See Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 89. Similar practices where typical in the Flemish, Dutch, 
and Italian contexts, even for renowned painters such as Rubens, Rembrandt, or Raphael. For 
Rubens’s workshop practices see Hans Vlieghe, “Rubens’s Atelier and History Painting in 
Flanders: A Review of the Evidence,” in The Age of Rubens, Peter Sutton et. al (Boston: Museum 
of Fine Arts, 1993), 158-170. Rembrandt’s commercial strategies are thoroughly analyzed in 
Svetlana Alpers, Rembrandt’s Enterprise: the Studio and the Market (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1988). For a discussion of Raphael’s studio practices see John Shearman, “The 
Organization of Raphael’s Workshop,” Museum Studies 10 (1983): 41-57. In the Spanish context, 
one of the best documented workshops is that of Francisco Zurbarán, who specialized in 
devotional pictures for the Americas. About Zurbarán’s workshop see especially Benito 
Navarrete Prieto, Zurbarán y su obrador: Pinturas para el Nuevo Mundo (Valencia: Generalitat 
Valenciana, 1999). For a discussion of these issues in relation to Spanish portraiture see Miguel 
Falomir, “The Origin of Portrait Painting in Spain: From the Absence of Specialists to the Large 
Workshop,” The Spanish Portrait from el Greco to Picasso, Javier Portús, ed. (Madrid: Museo 
del Prado, 2004), 68-91. 
 
109 Pacheco, Arte, 511: “La pintura a olio es más acomodada a este género, porque se puede 
retocar muchas veces y subir con la fineza de los colores a la verdadera imitación de la flores 
naturales. Puede haber maestría en los vasos de vidrio, de barro, de plata y oro y cestillos en que 
se suelen poner las flores y en la eleción de las luces y diminución y apartamiento de las cosas 
entre sí. Y alguna vez se pueden divertir en ellas buenos pintores, aunque no con mucha gloria, 
como veremos adelante, tratando de la calidad destas pinturas.” 
 
110 Difference in the prices for finished paintings, more highly valued than sketchier pictures, 
suggests that, in certain kinds of pictures (and especially in still life), the amount of finish 
determined a painting’s monetary value. For a discussion of this issue in relation to Van der 
Hamen’s portraits see Jordan, Juan van der Hamen, 152. Evidence suggests that in the Dutch 
context, highly finished paintings were generally more expensive than loosely rendered pictures. 
This was especially the case in the Leiden school of fijnschilders (“fine painters”). As Zirka 
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Zaremba Filipczak, Picturing Art in Antwerp, 1550-1700 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1987), 145, notes, the term described “a precise, porcelain-smooth execution,” and was an 
antonym for grofschilder (“common, coarse painter”). As Ronni Baer, “The Life and Art of 
Gerrit Dou,” in Gerrit Dou 1613-1675: Master Painter in the Age of Rembrandt (Washington: 
National Gallery of Art, 2000), 26, notes, Gerrit Dou (1613-1675) was regarded as the founder of 
this school and known at the time precisely for the high prices which were paid for his highly 
polished paintings. As John Michael Montias, “Cost and Value in seventeenth century Dutch 
Art,” Art History 10 (1987): 462, further argues, Dou’s “fine painting” was “enormously time-
consuming and thus expensive to produce, so that the clientele for such works was limited to a 
small elite.” Although Van der Hamen’s paintings precede the Dutch fijnschilders, his aristocratic 
patrons probably appreciated and were willing to pay high prices for his most finished paintings 
as well. Cherry, Arte y naturaleza, 154, observes this variance in price in relation to Van der 
Hamen’s still lives. 
 
111 These effects were typical during this period. See Ebert-Schifferer, “Trompe L’Oeil,” 26. They 
also remind us of some examples of ancient xenia, especially those found in the frescoes at the 
Villa at Boscoreale, where the real and the simulated room also come together. Bryson, Looking 
at the Overlooked, 55, discusses these frescoes as instruments that “control reality by shifting it 
from level to level, from a primally given real, across a series of distinct thresholds, within 
representation into pure simulation.”  
 
112 According to Ramón-Laca and Scheffler, “The Gardens of Jean de Croӱ,” 137, the two 
paintings were commissioned by Solre in 1624 and almost certainly showed his house in Alcalá 
Street. 
 
113 According to Ebert-Schifferer, “Trompe L’Oeil,” 17: “It was precisely the way trompe l’oeil 
caused a painter to disappear behind his work that resulted in this genre’s being so despised 
within the hierarchic schemes established by the academies.”  
 
114 Ann Jensen Adams, “Rembrandt f[ecit]. The Italic Signature and the Commodification of 
Artistic Identity,” in Kunstlerischer Austausch/ Artistic Exchange, vol. 2, Thomas W. Gaehtgens, 
ed. (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1993), 587. 
 
115 In this sense, it is interesting to compare Van der Hamen’s approach to still-life painting to that 
of Juan Fernández, “el Labrador” (the rustic, or someone who lives in the country), a 
contemporary Spanish painter who, while little know today, enjoyed great international success in 
the seventeenth century. If Van der Hamen fashioned the identity of an over-refined, and hence, 
aristocratic artist through his sophisticated depictions, Juan Fernández represented precisely the 
opposite: an artist who had consciously decided to stay in the country and depict its goods 
unmediated by the civilizing effects of the court. According to Sir Arthur Hopton (an English 
diplomat who acted as art agent for the English crown and aristocracy while he was in Madrid) 
Juan Fernández, who lived somewhere in the country near Madrid, only visited the city once a 
year, in Easter, when he would bring his pictures for sale. Much of Hopton’s energies were 
directed towards acquiring Fernández’s still lives for Sir Francis Cottington, who was a big fan of 
the Spanish painter. The language used in the correspondence between Hopton and Cottington 
suggests that one of the attractive features of “Labrador” was precisely the rustic life he had 
decided to live, and which collectors might have seen as reflected in his still lives. For a 
discussion of Hopton’s opinions see See Jonathan Brown and John Elliott, The Sale of the 
Century: Artistic Relations between Spain and Great Britain, 1604-1655 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2002), 53-54. Labrador’s apparent dismissal of the traps of the court was 
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extended to his still lives, which, like Still Life with Hanging Bunches of Grapes (c. 1630) 
depicted the beauty of nature’s bounty in its rural setting. In his biography of the artist Palomino 
further suggests that “he was more inclined to [paint] fruit and flowers since he cultivated these” 
(“inclinóse mas á las frutas, y flores, por ser de suyo Labrador”) a notion the painter (or his agent, 
Crescenzi) might have strategically promoted. See El museo pictórico y escala óptica, part III: El 
parnaso español pintoresco laureado (Madrid: Sancha, 1796), 397.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
CORRECTING ARTISTIC IDENTITY: REPRODUCTIVE PRINTS AND THE 
ACADEMY IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY SPAIN   
 
 
 
 As we have seen in the previous chapters, in seventeenth-century Spain, artistic 
identity was often formulated in terms of its relationship to aristocratic identity. However, 
as noble values were themselves changing, the idea of artistic nobility came under 
particular pressures. Incorporating notions of singularity and the marketplace into the 
noble discourse, artists in the seventeenth century ultimately defied the traditional 
discourse of nobility and asserted alternative means to establish their worth and advance 
their social status. In so doing, they embodied the possibility of a new kind of social 
subject that was not determined by blood, but dependent upon individual deeds.  
 In the last decades of the seventeenth century, legal suits in defense of the nobility 
of painting, often associated to economic exemptions such as the alcabala, did not 
disappear.1 However, in general terms, there was an increasing recognition of painting’s 
distinct status as “liberal art,” a notion that consequently advanced the painter’s social 
status.2 One of the most interesting manifestations of how painting’s new status could 
elevate the artist’s social status is a legal suit which took place in 1677 in Zaragoza, 
which Palomino recounts in his treatise. According to Palomino, the king’s resolution to 
the litigation was that those who practiced the art of painting, which was “liberal and 
noble,” could be recognized as hidalgos. As the text makes clear, one of the immediate 
consequences was that painters now could legitimately obtain honorary titles.3  
 It is difficult to imagine whether these changes had any real effects on the lives of 
artists in the late seventeenth century. However, this favorable resolution suggests that a 
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new pattern of artistic identity was emerging at the turn of the century. Painting had 
finally achieved the status of liberal art, and artists could be recognized as hidalgos. At 
the same time, this new status for artists was only established in terms of honorary 
distinctions that did not have a real impact in social or economic conditions. Furthermore, 
the resolution, which was signed by Charles II (1661-1700), established a new kind of 
relationship between painting, nobility, and the monarchy.  
 The legal suit of 1677 sets a precedent for the issues which configured artistic 
identity in the eighteenth century. Reflecting the transformation of long-established 
aristocratic values, in the seventeenth century, the notion of artistic nobility became an 
arena in which alternative forms of artistic identity could be advanced. By contrast, in the 
eighteenth century, these alternative positions were foreclosed under the centralizing 
power of the absolutist monarchy. Thus, although artists no longer had to demonstrate 
their “nobility,” they had to attend to the larger interests of the crown in ways that 
ultimately compromised the goals they had achieved in the previous century. 
Significantly, the new role artists acquired within this absolutist system also affected the 
way seventeenth-century artists, and their identities, were reconstructed in the eighteenth 
century. This was especially evident within the context of the Art Academy, an institution 
which monopolized artistic training and production to serve the political and economic 
needs of the crown.  
 This chapter focuses on two eighteenth-century projects that attempted to 
reproduce in print the works of the major Spanish painters of the seventeenth century. 
One of the projects was the “Compañía para el grabado de los cuadros de los Reales 
Palacios,” a private initiative to engrave in copper-plate the major paintings of the 
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Spanish Royal Collections.4 A second project consisted on a series of etchings Francisco 
de Goya (1746-1828) produced after Velázquez, and which were part of an earlier plan to 
reproduce the royal collections. In different ways, both projects responded to Academic 
initiatives to promote the notion of a Spanish school of painting. However, neither project 
was entirely successful: the prints of the “Compañía” series were a spectacular economic 
failure, and Goya’s etchings after Velázquez were not well-received within the Academy.  
 The futile destinies of the prints of the Compañía prints and Goya’s etchings after 
Velázquez underscore the complex process of construction of a National School of 
painting within the context of the eighteenth-century Spanish Academy. The motivations 
which inspired both initiatives, the implications of their different approaches to 
reproducing seventeenth-century Spanish masters, and the reactions to their perceived 
failure offer interesting insights into how, by the late eighteenth century, the artistic 
identity of seventeenth-century Spanish painters was revamped to build an artistic 
heritage that supported the principles of the Academy. By re-making the “look” of 
seventeenth-century Spanish paintings, the “Compañía” prints and Goya’s etchings after 
Velázquez also re-formulated some of the issues which involved artistic identity in the 
seventeenth century. Both projects offer a framework from which to reflect upon the 
notion of artistic nobility in seventeenth-century Spain. 
 
The “Compañía para el grabado de los cuadros de los Reales Palacios” and Goya’s 
etchings after Velázquez: Aims and Failures  
 In November 16, 1789, Charles IV (1748-1819) authorized the creation of the 
“Compañía para el grabado de los cuadros de los Reales Palacios.”5 With the king and 
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eight members of the nobility as main shareholders of the project, the Compañía aimed to 
“make known to foreigners the (king’s) vast and valuable painting collection, while at the 
same time publicizing that Spain had always protected and fomented the arts.”6 Some of 
the Compañía’s members, like the diplomat José Nicolás de Azara (1730-1804), had 
close connections with the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, which had 
been officially founded in 1752. Moreover, the Compañía’s artistic directors, Francisco 
Bayeu and Manuel Salvador Carmona, held important positions in that institution.7 
 As Manuel Godoy (prime minister of Charles IV between 1792 and 1798), 
envisioned it, the purpose of engraving and disseminating the paintings of the Royal 
Collections was to “promote the study of the great Spanish and foreign models in this 
kingdom, and to extend the news and glory of the old Spanish school.”8 Consequently, 
strong emphasis was placed on the reproduction of works by seventeenth-century Spanish 
artists, including Jusepe Ribera, Alonso Cano, Bartolomé Murillo, and especially Diego 
Velázquez, who was the most reproduced artist of the series.9 However, the project was 
not a success.10 Sales were small, and, in order to pay off the expenses, the Compañía 
was forced to sell the prints to the Calcografía Nacional, an institution created in 1789 
under the auspices of the Academy to promote the development of printmaking.11  
 The reasons for this failure could be various and many, but for Blas Ametller, the 
engraver who appraised the prints when they were transferred to the Calcografía, they 
were very clear.12 First, the prints did not present a regular order in terms of shapes and 
sizes, most of them lacking the “evenness, symmetry, and uniformity” which would make 
them suitable to be bind together or displayed in collectors’ cabinets.13 For example, the 
format of the print after Jusepe Ribera’s Saint John the Baptist (Figure 44) is square, that 
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after Alonso Cano’s Dead Christ Sustained by an Angel (Figure 45) is rectangular, and 
the engraving after Van Dyck’s Self-Portrait with Sir Endimion Porter (Figure 46), 
following the original’s format, is oval.   
 Secondly, the subject of some of the prints was “insignificant and worthless,” and 
lacked the appropriate decorum which was expected of this kind of collection.14 Ametller 
was particularly offended by the reproduction of portraits of unknown and “ridiculous” 
figures, by which he was probably referring to the print after Velázquez’s Triumph of 
Bacchus (Figure 47) and his various portraits of court buffoons which were reproduced.15 
  Third in Ametller’s list of failures was the fact that the value of the majority of 
paintings selected resided in the force of their color. Color, Ametller concluded, could not 
be adequately reproduced in engraving, which was valued precisely for its ability to 
reproduce drawing and composition.16 The prints after Velázquez’s Spinners and Mars 
(Figures 48-49) make Ametller’s point clear. Executed by the end of his career, 
Velázquez’s original paintings (Figures 12, 50) are particularly indebted to the use of 
color, loosely applied in large strokes or borrones that only make sense in the distance. 
Color, rather than drawing, is thus Velázquez’s means to suggest mass and form. By 
contrast, in the prints, the contours of the figures have been sharply delineated, and hands 
and faces, particularly blurred in Velázquez’s canvases, have been described with more 
careful anatomical detail.17 
 A few years earlier, between 1778 and 1779, Francisco de Goya embarked on a 
similar venture and produced a series of etchings after Velázquez.18 Although it has been 
sometimes suggested that Goya created these etchings on his own initiative, Jesusa Vega 
has convincingly argued that they must have been part of a an early initiative to engrave 
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the royal collections, which was promoted by the count of Floridablanca (prime minister 
under Charles III between 1777-1788, and Charles IV between 1788-1792) and his 
successor, Manuel de Godoy. The project never materialized as it was originally 
conceived, but it served as precedent for the “Compañía” series.19 
 The novelty of Goya’s prints relied on his use of etching, which, while not 
completely unknown as a technique in Spain, was not considered appropriate for 
reproducing paintings.20 A comparison between Goya’s etching after Velázquez’s Las 
Meninas (Figure 51) and the Compañía’s copper-engraving after the same painting 
(Figure 52) underscores the different effects of both media. With its diffused contours 
and blotchy surfaces, Goya’s etching achieves a painterly effect that is absent in the 
Compañía’s plate, that is much more reliant on drawing. Given the painting’s colorist 
style, Goya’s etching is thus closer to the original’s distinctive character. However, the 
etching technique also promotes effects of spontaneity that challenge the kind of faithful 
copy which was expected of reproductive prints. This is probably one of the reasons why 
his etchings were not well-received within the Academy and never formed part of the 
Compañía series.21 
In their privileging of line over color, potential reproducibility, and regularized 
grouping in collectible format, the prints of the Compañía  aimed to create the illusion of 
a stable and “Academic” artistic tradition. This also implied that the pressures 
surrounding artistic identity in the seventeenth century could be effectively dissolved 
under the “collective” identity the prints promoted. Issues of artistic singularity, nobility, 
and economic success, which were fundamental to the formulation of artistic identity in 
the seventeenth century, were thus collapsed (and in some cases erased) under the 
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collective interests of the Academy and the state under which it was created. By resisting 
normalization and asserting individual artistic identity, on the other hand, Goya’s 
etchings after Velázquez offer a foil against which the Compañía’s artistic ideology can 
be assessed. 
 
Creating a National School of Painting 
The prints of the Compañía constitute one of the earliest and most ambitious 
attempts to create the notion of a Spanish school of painting in the Spanish context. The 
founders of that school were the painters who had flourished in the seventeenth century, 
and their leading figure was Velázquez. By reproducing these artists’ paintings as prints, 
a relatively inexpensive and easy to handle medium, the Compañía series allowed 
potential buyers to examine and ponder the features which made up the Spanish school. 
In his 1699 influential essay “Of the Usefulness and Use of Prints,” the French artist and 
critic Roger de Piles had already asserted that “by means of prints one may easily see the 
works of several masters on a table, […] form an idea of them, judge by comparing them 
one with another, know which to choose, and by practicing it often, contract a habit of 
good taste.”22 Displayed together in books or print cabinets, the engravings of the 
Compañía would offer a readily graspable demonstration that Spain could boast having a 
national school of painting.  
The Compañía’s aim to forge and disseminate the idea of a national artistic 
heritage must be situated within the larger context of the emergence of the state art 
Academy, an institution which proliferated throughout the eighteenth century in many 
European countries, including Spain. The eighteenth-century art Academy had its origins 
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in the Accademia del Disegno in Florence (1532-1737), but was largely modeled after the 
Académie Royale de Peinture e de Sculture, established in Paris in 1648. Erected as 
instruments of their absolutists rulers (the Medici Grand Dukes in the case of Florence, 
and Louis XIV in France), both Academies were founded on the principle of drawing, 
whose shared practice served to regularize artistic production, promote the sense of social 
cohesion among their members, and, ultimately, consolidate a national cultural identity.23  
In Spain, the official foundation of the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San 
Fernando did not occur until 1752. Its statutes were largely based on a proposal to found 
an Academy that the painter Antonio Meléndez presented to Philip V in 1726.24 
Following a long-established opinion, in this proposal Meléndez denounced the royal 
preference for foreign artists.25 This had been a common argument in seventeenth-century 
attempts to establish an Academy. For example, in the “Memorial que se dio al Reino por 
los pintores” (1624), a group of painters around the court, led by Vicente Carducho and 
with the official support of the Count-Duke of Olivares, justified their petition to 
establish an Academy by lamenting that the lack of native skilled painters had forced the 
king to look for artists in other kingdoms.26 The assertion subtly alluded to the royal 
patronage of foreign artists, which had been characteristic of the Spanish monarchy since 
the times of Philip II. By declaring that the decoration of El Escorial was done “at much 
cost, inconvenience, and little authority of our nation,” an earlier proposal more overtly 
suggested that ignoring native artists would redound on the reputations of the state and its 
king.27  
In Meléndez’s time, the argument against foreign artists was particularly urgent. 
The death of Charles II without descendants in 1700 had precipitated the arrival of the 
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Bourbons to the Spanish throne, and the new king, used to the lavish pomp of Versailles, 
“Frenchified” every aspect of the Spanish court, which also implied advancing the influx 
of French artists.28 Alluding to the French Academy and the benefits it offered to Louis 
XIV, Meléndez expected to exert a greater influence in the young king, who, upon the 
founding of the Academy, “would have skilled subjects […] and would not need to be 
served by those of other Princes.”29 Moreover, once they received the pertinent Academic 
training, Spanish artists would devote all their effort to pleasing the king with their 
works, “demonstrating to be less worthless than foreign nations claimed them to be.”30 
As mentioned above, Meléndez’s project never came to completion, but it served 
as the model for the statutes of the Academy’s preparatory council, which ultimately led 
to the official creation of the Academy in 1752.31 Its foundation had immediate 
consequences for the promotion of Spanish artists and art. Students of the Academy were 
given unprecedented opportunities, both in terms of education and professional 
advancement. For the first time, the students’ training was complemented with studies 
abroad, and the crown gradually favored Spanish artists for important appointments.32 
More importantly, Spain’s history and artistic past began to be taken into account as part 
of the Academic nationalistic project. Since its establishment, the Academy consistently 
selected episodes from Spanish history as subjects for the annual prize that allowed 
students to travel to Rome. 33 
Significant measures were also taken to protect and disseminate the Spanish 
artistic patrimony, the most important being the formation of a native body of 
printmakers within the Academy.34 Since the seventeenth century, Spanish artists and 
critics had been aware of the advantages printmaking could offer to the dissemination of 
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the country’s artistic achievements. In fact, the little knowledge and esteem foreigners 
had of Spanish painters was commonly attributed to the lack of skilled engravers who 
could reproduce their works. Following an accepted opinion, by the end of the 
seventeenth century Jusepe Martínez lamented how the absence of qualified printmakers 
in Spain affected the country’s economy while preventing the native talents to be known 
and valued.35 Both aspects did not go unnoticed in the Academy. The ordinances of 1757, 
only five years after the official foundation of the Academy, already address engraving as 
an area of study, and pensiones, extended stays in Paris, were granted to complement its 
training since 1753.36 Contrasting with other Academic disciplines, however, printmaking 
was understood as a purely auxiliary practice that was subservient to science and other art 
forms. Thus, in addition to providing illustrations for scientific and devotional books, 
printmaking’s primary function was to reproduce aspects of the nation’s history and 
artistic tradition.37 
During the first years of the Academy, emphasis was placed on the reproduction 
of important buildings and portraits of the royal families.38 However, as the century 
advanced, the idea of reproducing paintings from the Spanish collections finally started to 
take shape as well. In 1770 Juan Antonio Salvador Carmona engraved two paintings by 
Murillo, and, as mentioned earlier, Floridablanca and Godoy promoted the systematic 
reproduction of works from the royal collections in the last years of the decade, which 
culminated with the establishment of the Compañía.39 
 In the case of Spain, nationalistic sentiments about native art were aggravated by 
the low opinion Europeans had of Spanish painters. Rubens’s often quoted assertion that 
the manner of Spanish painters was insufficient and negligent, which he mentioned 
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during his first trip to Spain in 1603, was just the first of a series of uninformed and often 
negative foreign opinions about Spanish artists.40 With the exception of Ribera, who, 
having developed his career in Italy, was regularly discussed in Italian treatises, only 
Murillo and Velázquez were given scarce credit in the writings of early modern European 
critics.41 By the second half of the eighteenth century, this situation had not changed in 
any significant way, and the artistic legacy of Spain continued to be largely unknown or 
dismissed outside of Spain.42  
Goya’s etchings after Velázquez and the Compañía series must be seen as 
products of the Academy’s nationalistic agenda: by reproducing works of Spanish artists 
of the seventeenth century, both projects aimed to be instrumental in the definition and 
consolidation of the Spanish “old” school of painting, which would assert Spain’s 
enduring promotion of the arts while providing a model of “good taste” for future 
generations. Moreover, both projects consecrated Velázquez’s leading position within 
that tradition. As mentioned earlier, Velázquez was the most reproduced artist of the 
Compañía prints, and the focus of Goya’s etchings on Velázquez reveals this artist’s 
understanding of Velázquez’s historical relevance.  
By privileging Velázquez as the preeminent figure of the Spanish school of 
painting, the two projects were restoring a notion that came to be widely accepted in 
artistic writings of the second half of the seventeenth century, culminating with Antonio 
Palomino’s Museo Pictórico and disappearing until the 1770s, when it was restituted 
once again.43 Velázquez’s biography was not only included in Pacheco’s Art of Painting 
(1649), Lazaro Díaz del Valle’s Epílogo y nomenclatura de algunos artífices (1659), and 
Jusepe Martínez’s Discursos practicables (1673), but was also the lengthier of all 
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treatises.44 Moreover, although, as it has been suggested, “there was a lack of 
development of a true school around (Velázquez),” his portraits continued to be the 
model in which the image of the Spanish monarchy was based until the dynastic 
change.45 
Velázquez’s elevation to the status of Spanish artistic paradigm culminated with 
the publication of Antonio Palomino’s Museo pictórico y escala óptica.46 Comprising the 
theory and practice of painting, this work also included a biographical account of 226 
eminent artists in the third volume, entitled El parnaso español pintoresco laureado 
(Spanish Parnassus of Laureate Painters), which was published in 1724.47 By limiting his 
biographies to Spanish artists and foreigners who had developed their careers in Spain, 
Palomino was in fact producing a history of Spanish painting. Its hero was Velázquez, 
whose forty-four page biography was the longest of the whole volume. Sally Gross has 
suggested that Velázquez’s biography is replete with literary tropes that establish his 
membership in the classical tradition.48 However, as discussed in the first chapter of this 
dissertation, Palomino also highlighted how Velázquez’s unorthodox inclinations 
revealed the artist’s singularity. Palomino’s complex approach to Velázquez, who is 
described both as classical and original in his biography, reproduces the conflict which is 
embedded in his project at large. In other words, Palomino’s glorification of Velázquez 
as individual genius contradicts the highly standardized academic ideals he promotes in 
his volumes on theory and practice.49 As Thomas Gaehtgens has suggested, the notion of 
artistic genius “was central to eighteenth-century art theory,” but it was also a source of 
tension when set against the doctrinarian teachings of the Academy.50  
This tension is implicit in the different approaches to Velázquez that the 
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“Compañía” prints and Goya’s etchings advance. Creating the notion of a Spanish school 
of painting implied that its members should share a homogeneous outlook, that their 
individual artistic personalities should be subsumed under a larger collective identity. In 
the prints of the “Compañía,” this is achieved by means of the technique of copper-plate 
engraving. This technique’s reliance on drawing not only normalizes and unifies the 
appearance of a multifarious group of artists; it also reproduces the principles of 
Academic training, representation, and ideology. Employing etching rather than 
engraving, by contrast, Goya defies these principles while underscoring Velázquez’s 
individual identity. In this sense, both projects promote distinct notions of artistic 
identity. 
 
Academicizing the Baroque Masters 
As mentioned earlier, one of the perceived failures of the Compañía prints was the 
fact that most of the works reproduced were highly invested in color, which was difficult 
to translate in engraving. Consequently, the prints gave little idea of the originals’ value. 
However, “correcting” these seventeenth century color-based models through linear 
prints can be seen as a purposeful attempt, on the part of the members of the Compañía, 
to accommodate, incorporate and assimilate these artists to the Academic discourse under 
which they were reproduced. 
Since its origins in Florence, drawing had been the backbone of Academic 
training and practice. It constituted, in Barzman’s words, “a discursive structure […] a 
mode of thought and speech (a discipline), through the implementation of performance of 
which a community of subjects [was] constituted.”51 The teaching and practice of 
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drawing in the Academy did in fact engender a distinctive form of artistic identity. 
Practitioners of drawing were versed in scientific disciplines, devoted to sound theory 
and laborious training, and equipped with the necessary tools to acquire knowledge of the 
universal forms of nature.52 Raising above mere manual labor and servile imitation of 
nature, their practice thus signaled their superiority over that of workshop artisans or 
craftsmen. But, as Barzman has suggested, the implementation of drawing within the 
Academy also functioned as a form of “discipline” in the Foucaldian sense of the word. It 
“disciplined” students to submit to a highly codified (and disciplinary) training that left 
little room for resistance while promoting normalization, both in terms of the students’ 
behavior and artistic production.53 
A series of drawings produced within the Spanish Royal Academy vividly 
illustrate the hierarchical, highly standardized, and totalizing training students received in 
this institution. The first (Figure 53) represents a room where students, sitting at their 
desks, are laboriously copying prints, which constituted the first phase of the students’ 
learning process. The second phase is conveyed in a second drawing (Figure 54), which 
renders students drawing after ancient statues. The last step of the training is depicted in a 
third image (Figure 55), which describes the room where drawing after the live model 
was practiced. Reminiscent of a panoptic structure, the room is disposed around a central 
amphitheatre-like construction from which the students observe the model, illuminated 
by the oculus and artificial light which are placed directly above.54 
Through the repetition of printed and sculptural models in the first stages of their 
training, students were expected to absorb the principles of Academic drawing, so that 
even when they were allowed to draw after life, those principles could effectively govern 
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the students’ natural inclinations.55 The zeal with which the progression from one step to 
the other was monitored and limited (a special pass confirming the student’s mastery of 
each of the phases was required to grant admission to the next) further underlines the 
extent to which the Academy aimed to control the artists and artworks it produced.56 
As the first materials students used in their learning, prints played an important 
role within this process. Prints not only allowed students to acquaint themselves with the 
compositions and designs of widely accepted masters, they were also instrumental in 
providing them with a medium through which the technical rudiments of drawing could 
be eventually learned. Most particularly, the many clusters of parallel lines which 
constituted the copper-plate engraving allowed students to incessantly re-enact their 
drawing gesture, which was thereby instilled or “imprinted“ in their minds and hands.57 
When the Academy went on to produce engravings, this is, when engravings 
became instruments of diffusion of the Academic principles rather than mere pedagogical 
aids, their intimate connection to drawing took on heightened significance. More 
precisely, engraving’s role in the dissemination of the ideology of Academic drawing was 
particularly acute in the reproductive engraving. As mentioned earlier, in the eighteenth 
century engraving was considered an ancillary practice, and its ability to reproduce other 
art forms, especially paintings, was understood as its primary function. Such opinions 
were succinctly manifested in a discourse “on the history of engraving” that the honorary 
Academician Vargas Ponce pronounced in 1790. It consisted on a brief history of 
European printmaking, although, as the writer declared, he was concerned only with 
copper-plate engraving, which was “so similar to painting, the daughter of drawing.”58 
Engraving, the author continued, “united forces with painting to make it known and 
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perpetuate it, and to those who could not obtain the expensive originals, it presented the 
exactitude of drawing, the harmony of the composition, the gracefulness of forms, the 
rightful attitudes and, in sum, everything but the color.”59  
The prints of the Compañía certainly responded to what Ponce (and many other 
writers of the period) expected of a reproductive print. Prints such as those after 
Velázquez’s Spinners or Mars (Figures 48-49), briefly discussed earlier, faithfully 
reproduce the paintings’ composition and forms, as well as their characters’ attitudes. 
But, in addition to the unavoidable absence of color, they also transform a loosely 
rendered painting into a highly controlled, exactly delineated image. In so doing, these 
two prints bring drawing, which had been buried under the mask of color in the original 
paintings, to the surface. It is worth noting that the prints of the Compañía were not 
executed directly from the paintings, but from drawings after the paintings. In other 
words, the engravers never saw the original models, which was perceived as yet another 
reason for the series’ failure.60 And yet, in their inaccurate privileging of drawing, these 
prints fulfilled an important purpose: they removed the originals’ distinctive reliance on 
color and brushwork to create a more acceptable, Academic outlook.61 
The naturalistic approach to color which had characterized seventeenth-century 
Spanish artists (and Velázquez in particular) was in fact a source of tension within the 
Academy and its imposed mission to define a national school of painting.62 Anton 
Raphael Mengs (1728-1779) and Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos (1744-1811), two of the 
most influential artistic thinkers of the second half of the eighteenth century in Spain, 
were faced with this problem in their writings.63 Friend of Johann Joachim Winckleman 
(1717-1778) and spokesman of his ideals, Mengs had been appointed director of the 
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Spanish Academy by Charles III (1716-1788), who hoped the artist would restore the arts 
in the nation.64 His ideas, compiled and published by José Nicolás de Azara in 1780, 
constitute a manifesto of the principles of “good taste” and “ideal beauty,” understood as 
an objective and universal truth subjected to measurable norms.65 
The compilation also includes the “letter to D. Antonio Ponz about the merit of 
the most significant paintings in the Royal Palace,” in which Mengs admires Velázquez’s 
ability to imitate nature. However, the effect of Mengs’s praise is precisely to undermine 
the validity of Velázquez’s naturalism, which ranks at the lowest in Mengs’s artistic 
hierarchy. In his discussion of the Triumph of Bacchus (Figure 56), for instance, Mengs 
describes the effects of Velázquez’s “loose and free” style as “imitating truth not as it is, 
but as it appears.”66 And of Las Meninas (Figure 2), Mengs emphasizes how the painting 
demonstrates that “the imitation of nature pleases all kinds of people, especially those 
who do not appreciate beauty.”67 In Mengs’s view, Velázquez’s perceived ability is 
critically limited: through the loose and free application of paint, he imitates the 
appearance, rather than the essence of nature, which prevents him from attaining the 
universal idea of beauty. In other words, Velázquez privileges the false, sensual appeal of 
color at the expense of the true and essential nature of drawing.68  
Much more supportive of the Spanish school and of Velázquez was the 
enlightened writer and statesman Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos.69 Delivered in 1781, his 
address to the Academy, entitled “In praise of the fine arts,” established the reign of 
Philip IV as the moment of Spain’s artistic glory, and celebrated Velázquez as “the best 
adornment of the Spanish arts.”70 For Jovellanos, Velázquez’s art embodied the truth of 
color, the force of chiaroscuro, and the effects of light.71 But he was also aware that his 
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hero did not respond to the ideals of beauty which were accepted within the Academy. 
After praising Velázquez’s naturalism, he adds: “Let others praise ideal beauty, often 
searched in vain by the correctors of truth and nature […] let us give Velázquez the glory 
of having been singular in the talent of imitating nature.”72 Moreover, he also implies that 
Velázquez’s imitation of nature could lead to a misunderstanding of the true principles of 
painting, which, from an Academic perspective, were based on the study of the ancients 
and, most importantly, on the discipline of drawing.73  
Mengs’s and Jovellanos’s opinions of Velázquez were extensible to the “Spanish 
school” at large: Murillo, Ribera, Zurbarán, and Cano were both distinctively “naturalist” 
and “colorist” in their approaches to painting, and these features were not easily 
reconcilable with the tenets of Academic training and practice. In this sense, the prints of 
the Compañía not only “classicize” and “Academicize” these artists’ works outer 
appearance.74 Painstakingly reproduced through multiple parallel lines, these artists’ 
paintings also reify the Academy’s “disciplinary” inculcation of drawing. In so doing, the 
prints of the “Compañía” also promote the notion of these artists’ academic identity: their 
subjection to an institution that, as discussed above, locates identity in the shared practice 
of drawing. This has interesting implications in terms of Velázquez’s perceived 
singularity in the seventeenth century, and it is the aspect Goya contests in his etchings.  
 
Singularity Revised 
The effect and artistic agenda of the Compañía prints are heightened if we take 
into account Goya’s etchings after Velázquez. As mentioned earlier, Goya’s decision to 
etch, rather than engrave Velázquez’s paintings was unusual. During this period, etching 
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was almost invariably reserved to create original designs (especially landscapes and 
Caprichos), while engraving was the preferred technique to reproduce paintings.75 Within 
the particular context of the Academic reproductive print, such a distinction is even more 
meaningful. Engraving demands a high level of skill and involves a laborious process of 
apprenticeship that is based on the mastering of drawing. When, in 1792, Manuel 
Salvador Carmona (who was director of engraving in the San Fernando Academy) 
described the kind of training students of engraving should receive in the Academy, he 
suggested they should follow the exact same process students of painting did: they should 
pass through the different drawing rooms until reaching the goal of drawing after the live 
model. Only after this could they begin to “draw” lines on the metal plate with the 
burin.76 But this arduous process did not end with training. By the end of the eighteenth 
century, even the most skilled engravers spent years to finish a single print.77 Carmona 
himself took two years to complete an engraving after Mengs’s portrait of Charles III.78  
By contrast, the etching technique was both easier to learn and to produce. 
Whereas engraving required the artist to diligently cut each line on the plate, etching 
involved drawing lines on a waxy surface, which was almost miraculously transferred 
onto the plate by the effects of the acid.79 Thus etchings could be rapidly produced. In 
fact, contrasting with Carmona’s paucity, Goya completed eleven of his etchings after 
Velázquez in one single year.80 Not surprisingly, this easy-to-learn, rapidly executed 
method of printmaking was deemed inferior to copper-plate engraving and could bear 
negative connotations.81 In his Instrucción para gravar en cobre (1761), an adaptation of 
Abraham Bosse’s Traité des manieres de graver en taille douce (1645), Manuel de Rueda 
lamented how many engravers, attracted by the etching’s facility, “thought it would 
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suffice to trace a poor drawing, cover it with arbitrary lines, and let the acid “finish” these 
imperfect works.”82 For this author, arbitrariness, chance and little care were thus 
commonly involved in the production of etchings, which were markedly opposed to the 
highly controlled and laboriously produced engravings.  
The fact that Rueda’s book, which was published in 1761, was used for 
instructing students in the San Fernando Academy reveals the currency of his ideas while 
offering further explanation for the rejection of Goya’s etchings.83 In prints such as the 
aforementioned Las Meninas, Goya challenges the replication of drawing that lie at the 
core of reproductive engravings. More importantly, the very process of the etching 
technique defies the principles of Academic training which, as we have seen, were 
embedded in the production of copper-plate engravings. 
But Goya’s etchings after Velázquez also underscore how his approach to the 
Sevillian painter was more interpretive than servile. Like Picasso’s series after Las 
Meninas, in his etchings, Goya is not sublimating his artistic identity to that of 
Velázquez, but rather matching himself to it.84 The effect is most evident in those prints 
in which Goya decided to etch only parts of the original paintings. As Jesusa Vega has 
pointed out, in etchings such as that after Velázquez’s Menippus (Figures 57-58), Goya 
reproduces the painting’s main figure, but does not attempt to render its background in 
detail.85 Thus, in addition to the more spontaneous, less subservient appearance the 
etching technique promotes, Goya is also “selecting” from the model rather than copying 
it exactly.  
A comparison with the Compañía engraving after the same painting (Figure 59) 
underscores the extent of Goya’s personal interpretation of Velázquez’s work. In this 
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sense, the difference between the captions which accompany each of the prints is also 
significant. In the Compañía print, the caption reads: “This painting representing the 
philosopher Menippus is original of D. Diego Velázquez: it is [found] in the Royal Palace 
of Madrid and measures […] five inches in height and three feet in width.”86 Goya’s 
caption, on the other hand, describes the print as “taken and engraved from the painting 
of D. Diego Velázquez, which exists in the Royal Palace of Madrid, by D. Fco. de Goya, 
painter, year 1778. It represents the philosopher Menippus in full length.”87 Whereas the 
caption of the Compañía’s Menippus makes no reference to the actual engraving, which 
is addressed as a painting, Goya’s caption highlights its distinctive status as a print that 
has been produced in a specific date (1778) and authored by a specific artist, the painter 
Francisco Goya. Moreover, Goya’s use of the word “taken” (sacada), which, as Jesusa 
Vega has suggested, could imply “based on” rather than “copied from,” further indicates 
how Goya did not conceive his prints as “reproductions” as much as personal “re-
inventions” after Velázquez.88 Ultimately, Goya’s caption emphasizes his own authorship 
of the print, reinforcing the effects of his use of etching and selective reproduction of 
Velázquez’s work. In so doing, Goya asserts the individual, and we might say, anti-
academic nature of his artistic identity while simultaneously underscoring Velázquez’s 
own.  
As is well known, Goya had a complicated relationship with the Spanish 
Academy. Although he became director of painting in 1795, Goya’s opinions about the 
teaching and practice of painting often clashed with those of the most conservative 
sectors of the Academy.89 His progressive approach to painting is acutely manifested in 
the famous letter on the revision of the Academy’s teaching program which he submitted 
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in 1792. According to Goya: 
 
Academies should not be restrictive. Their only purpose should be to help  those 
who, of their own free will, seek to study in them. They should banish the pattern 
of compulsion and servility which is found in schools for children, get rid of 
mechanical precepts and monthly prizes, and also grants in aid, which make the 
art of painting, which is liberal and noble, into something mean, base and 
effeminate. There should be no fixed periods for studying Geometry or 
Perspective in order to overcome the difficulties of drawing. Those who have the 
talent and inclination will be forced to learn these things by drawing itself when 
the time is right.[…] There are no rules for Painting, as I shall prove, supporting 
my case with facts. To make everyone study in the same way and follow the same 
path compulsorily, seriously impedes the development of those young people who 
practice this difficult art.”90  
Goya’s main argument, that the Academy should encourage individual genius rather than 
subjecting it to constraining rules, offers yet another framework for interpreting his 
etchings after Velázquez and the artistic identity they promote. In fact, Goya’s thoughts 
on individual talent might have informed his early interest on Velázquez. It is commonly 
accepted that, in addition to the etchings, Goya produced oil paintings after Velázquez’s 
works in the 1760s.91 Certainly, in works such as Christ on the Cross (1780) (Figure 60), 
the equestrian portraits of Charles IV and Maria Luisa of Parma (1800-1801) (Figures 61-
62), and the Family of Charles IV (1800-1801) (Figure 63), Goya demonstrates having 
absorbed Velázquez’s distinctive naturalism. But most importantly, in these works he 
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overtly emulates some of Velázquez’s most canonic and “singular” works. This is 
especially obvious in Goya’s Family of Charles IV, which is clearly indebted to 
Velázquez’s Las Meninas. As Janis Tomlinson has suggested, by emulating Velázquez’s 
group portrait, Goya was invoking the “Spanish” tradition which, as seen in Jovellanos’s 
discourse, was being formulated in the late 1700s.92 Moreover, given Las Meninas’s 
defining role in the construction of Velázquez’s artistic identity, Goya’s re-appropriation 
of this painting also signals his desire to match his artistic identity to that of Velázquez.93  
Goya’s etchings after Velázquez constitute a precedent for his later, more mature 
dialogue with the art of the Sevillian master. Their interpretive distance from the originals 
highlights Goya’s role as original creator, rather than slavish reproducer (of the art of 
others). But, especially when seen next to the Compañía prints after Velázquez, these 
etchings also reveal Goya’s understanding of Velázquez’s genuine artistic identity, to 
which we might say Goya pays tribute with his series. In so doing, Goya’s etchings resist 
perpetuating the collective identity the Compañía prints promote. 
 
A Collective Artistic Identity 
Homogeneity and regularity of artistic production were major goals of the 
Spanish Academy, and they implied creating a regular and homogeneous national school. 
This aspect already appears in the first statutes of the Academy’s preparatory council 
(1744), where, interestingly, the pledge for artistic unification is opposed to the “variety” 
represented by artists of the previous centuries. Coello, Velázquez, Zurbarán, Ribera and 
many others, the writer observes, had flourished before. However, lacking an Academy, 
they were not able to congregate and unite under the king’s protection, and, consequently, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
202 
the variety of their talents could not adequately succeed.94 In his “Sobre la restauración 
de las Bellas Artes en España,” published in 1798, Isidoro Bosarte similarly emphasizes 
the variety of features which characterized seventeenth-century Spanish painters: “Some 
chose nature over the rigors of art, others were inclined to certain authors, some vaguely 
selected the best among what they saw, and some had a unique style that was their 
own.”95 Bosarte continues by signaling those aspects which made of Velázquez, Ribalta, 
Ribera, Murillo, Cano, and Herrera distinctive artists: “In Velázquez the style, in Ribalta 
the design, in Ribera the force, in Murillo the color, in Cano the grace, and in Herrera the 
freedom.”96   
A series of portraits of Spanish artists included in the Retratos de los españoles 
ilustres (1791) also pinpoints particular aspects of the painters it portrays. In addition to 
reproducing paintings from the Royal Collections, one of the earliest engraving initiatives 
of the Academy had been to reproduce portraits of Spanish illustrious men, an idea 
devised by the Secretary of State in 1788 and undertaken by the Calcografía Nacional 
shortly after.97 The resulting collection, sold in separate booklets of six portraits each, 
included the most relevant men of arms, letters, religion, and arts of Spanish history.98 
Once again, nationalistic interests were at stake, and the inclusion of artists was certainly 
intended to project the notion of a “Spanish artistic school.”99 With the exception of Juan 
de Herrera, the sixteenth-century architect of El Escorial, and Pablo de Céspedes, who 
had died in 1608, all the artists represented were painters who had flourished in the 
seventeenth century.100 Moreover, Ribera, Cano, Velázquez, and Murillo, the four artists 
who were portrayed, had come to be regarded as the best representatives of the Spanish 
artistic tradition by the last decades of the eighteenth century. 
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Although in some instances they are loosely based on original paintings, the 
portraits of the Retratos are largely eighteenth-century inventions.101 In Ribera’s portrait 
(Figure 64), the artist looks out at the viewer while holding one of his famous grotesque 
heads, which exemplifies the gruesomeness that came to be associated with the artist’s 
realism.102 A quill resting on the ledge of the table in the right corner also signals 
Ribera’s ability as a draughtsman. The portrait of Alonso Cano (Figure 65), pictured as 
an old man, highlights the artist’s versatility. The bust that he is touching points to his 
activities as sculptor, the blank canvas identifies his painting profession, and the compass 
signals his architectural practice.103 Murillo’s draughtsmanship is emphasized through the 
“Academy,” the drawing after the live model he is about to finish (Figure 66). The 
portrait surely alludes to Murillo’s private Academy, which he probably presided 
between 1660 and 1661 in Seville.104 Underlining his painterly approach to painting, 
finally, Velázquez is represented holding the palette and the brush, as the artist had 
portrayed himself in Las Meninas (Figure 67). 
Despite the variety of artistic features they depict, these portraits also attain a 
great sense of regularity. Like the rest of “illustrious men,” these artists are all 
represented in three-quarter length format, encapsulated within the same ornate frame, 
and captioned with the same explanatory title. Their potential diversification is thus 
ordered and tamed, and also, as Roland Barthes has argued for the plates of the French 
Encyclopedia, inventoried, classified and appropriated.105 In the Compañía prints these 
effects are attained through the technique of copper-plate engraving. The color, grace, 
force, and style with which Bosarte described the styles of particular seventeenth-century 
artists are thus subsumed under the “order” imposed by the lines of the engraving; their 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
204 
individual identities sublimated, but also appropriated under the Academy’s larger 
collective project. 
 
Artistic Consolidation and Economic Profit 
 Contrasting with the Compañía prints, the collection of the Retratos Ilustres 
appears to have been a great economic success. 18 booklets with a total of 108 portraits 
were published between 1791 and 1814, and the project was resumed again in 1818.106 
The Retratos series participated in the same nationalistic ideals that also informed the 
Compañía prints, but the marked regularity of its portraits probably made it more 
attractive to collectors. As mentioned earlier, the lack of homogeneity had been regarded 
as one of the major reasons for the series failure. More precisely, according to the 
collection’s appraiser, the heterogeneous and disorderly character of the prints, of 
different shapes and sizes, clearly impeded their successful sale.107 This purely economic 
concern highlights the fact that the Compañía was conceived primarily as an economic 
enterprise.  
Since its establishment, economic considerations had been at the core of the 
Academy’s promotion of engraving. Throughout the second half of the eighteenth 
century, several royal laws prohibited the import of prayer books and hornbooks to 
protect native engravers and publishers, and the inclusion of engraving as a discipline 
within the Academy responded to the same objective.108 But protecting native engravers 
was not the Academy’s only motivation. Rather, it constituted an extension of the 
Academy’s desire to consolidate artistic production and the monetary profit which 
derived from it.109 A lecture delivered in the Academy in 1784 is particularly revealing of 
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the ways in which the “consolidation” of artistic riches was equated to the consolidation 
of monetary income within this institution. According to the author, “The military 
prowess of a nation is not as valuable to defend the riches of a country as the pacific 
multitude of artifices and the perfection of their artifacts. They concentrate in the same 
country the representation of riches and the riches themselves, redeeming it from the need 
to find them in other places. Therefore, the instruction, the arts, and the artifices are the 
firmest pillars of the wealth of a state.”110 
The author’s suggestion that the artistic production of a nation constituted its 
wealth and the representation of such wealth vividly resonates with the function the prints 
of the Compañía were expected to achieve. Grouped together in a “collection,” these 
prints concentrate and represent the nation’s most valuable artistic capital, the 
masterpieces that make up its cultural wealth. Moreover, their potential reproducibility 
increases their value, both symbolically and literally. Despite Walter Benjamin’s well-
known assertion that the reproducibility of the work of art effected its loss of “aura,” it is 
also true that the reproduction and dissemination of artworks imbued them with a sense 
of authority.111 The very fact that the Compañía project reproduced seventeenth-century 
Spanish paintings signaled their relevance and elevated them to the status of 
masterpieces, consequently enhancing their symbolic value.112 Moreover, the potential 
reproducibility of the images increased their literal value as well: created to be sold , the 
prints of the Compañía generated an economic profit that could be “reproduced” through 
each of the prints’ multiple copies. 
Through the printed media, the works of the Spanish masters of the seventeenth 
century were devoid of their original religious and political functions and attained the 
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status of collectible commodities: signifiers of good taste for the collectors who 
purchased them and source of income for the project’s shareholders, especially the king. 
This implied that those very artists became the material property of the Compañía; that, at 
least symbolically, they submitted to the economic interests of the project and the 
Academy from which it evolved. It is important to remember that the Academy had been 
created with the prospect of ensuring the king’s economic relief and profit.113 For those 
artists working within the Academy, this had significant connotations in terms of artistic 
freedom and identity.  
One of the proposals for the foundation of the Calcografía Nacional, which 
depended upon the Royal Academy, is particularly telling in this regard. There, Manuel 
Monfort, director of the Royal Press, laments the fact that, in addition to the salaries they 
received from the crown, court engravers were making money on private commissions or 
the marketplace. Salaried painters and sculptors, Monfort continues, “could not work in 
anything other than what the king required unless they received a special license,” and 
the same should apply to engravers, whose salary “was profitable only to them, but not to 
the king or the state.” Establishing a specific institution of royal engravers, he concludes, 
not only would ensure that the king’s needs would be covered, but also that he would be 
the sole recipient of the benefits generated by the engravings’ sales.114 
 Monfort’s proposal succinctly underscores the extent to which the Academy’s 
control over its members and their artistic production responded to economic 
motivations. In the Compañía prints, such policies are made extensible to the Spanish 
artists of the seventeenth century and their identities. To the “correcting” and 
“homogenizing” effects of copper-plate engraving it is added these artists’ submission to 
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the Compañía’s economic interests, which further reinforces their adherence to the 
“collective” identity the Academy endorsed.  
 
Codifying Artistic Nobility 
Becoming part of the Academic project also implied acquiring a new social status. 
In the early seventeenth century, Carducho already realized this fact when he submitted 
his proposal to create an Academy, which we discussed earlier. Carducho’s “memorial” 
proposes a series of measures that speak of the unprecedented authority which was 
conferred to the Academy, but also of the elevated status its members could attain within 
that system.115 According to the text, the Academy would oversee the design and 
execution of public works and the appointment of royal positions.116 More importantly, it 
would have the power to grant a degree that would determine one’s artistic career, since 
practice without this license would be punished with banishment from the profession.117 
Had the Academy succeed, the título, a signed and sealed piece of parchment awarded 
after a drawing examination, would have been the material sign that the line between 
artists and artisans had been definitely drawn.118  
With the prospect of an Academy of painting, the discourse of artistic nobility 
that, as seen in previous chapters, pervaded the theory and practice of painting could thus 
be codified as an official and definite truth. However, such “official” recognition had 
paradoxical effects. Enjoying the sponsorship of the king also implied subordinating to 
his rule.119 In texts such as the “Memorial,” the Academy’s submission to royal authority 
is signaled by comparing the Academy to a body in need of a head, represented by the 
king.120  
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 With the establishment of the San Fernando Academy in the eighteenth century, 
the issue of painting’s “nobility” became an official fact. Not only were its members 
“officially” recognized as liberal artists, rather than artisans. They also could enjoy 
membership in the “noble” class. In one of the articles of the first statutes of the 
Academy, the king declared:  
 
to all the professors of the Academy who are not of noble birth, I confer special 
privilege of nobility, with all the immunities, prerogatives and exemptions 
hidalgos “of blood” enjoy in this kingdom. I say that these benefits must be 
observed in all the towns of my realm, if the professor presents the title or 
certification that he is an Academician.121  
The issue of the artists’ nobility, which, as seen in the case of Velázquez, constituted an 
arduous process, became institutionalized and regularized within the Academy. No longer 
a personal trial to assert one’s individual noble identity, in the Academy everyone 
reaching the title of Academician received a title of nobility, although it was personal and 
not hereditary.122 In other words, the attempts to elevate their social status which had 
characterized the artists of the seventeenth century, which often involved heated quarrels 
with the authorities, were effectively silenced through the conferring of a temporary title. 
Significantly, the personal economic motivations that often informed the artists’ quest for 
nobility were also subordinated to the economic interests of the Academy and the state it 
represented.  
The Academy’s “institutionalization” of artistic nobility, both in professional and 
social terms, is interesting considering the tensions which surrounded the governing of 
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the Academy. Since its establishment in 1752, the king and the noblemen he elected 
controlled the Academy’s administration, while the actual artists were relegated only to 
teaching functions.123 Attempts to challenge this situation were repeatedly frustrated, 
most famously in the case of Mengs, whose protests provoked his detachment from the 
Academy in 1769.124 Thus, in the practice, the artists’ newly conferred “nobility” was of 
little value.  
 
Conclusion  
The prints of the Compañía expected to create the illusion of a stable and 
homogeneous artistic tradition that adhered to the principles of the Academy. By 
reproducing Spanish paintings of the seventeenth century in copper-plate engraving, the 
project aimed to “correct” their colorist character while subjecting them to the discipline 
of drawing. On one hand, the prints’ insistent reliance on drawing promoted the stylistic 
homogenization of the artists they reproduced. On the other, it re-enacted the 
“disciplinary” training the Academy advanced. This had larger implications in terms of 
the reformulation of these painters’ artistic identity. Subsumed within the Academic 
discourse, the individual identities of Ribera, Murillo, and Velázquez were tamed and 
controlled, subordinated to the Academy’s ideology. Issues of singularity and economic 
profit, which in the seventeenth century constituted alternative means for artistic success, 
collapsed under the Academy’s centralizing approach to artistic production. Rather, the 
Academy privileged artistic regularization, which promoted the notion of a collective 
identity and generated economic profit to the king. Interestingly, within the Academy, 
accepting these conditions guaranteed one’s entitlement to a precarious form of nobility. 
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In the case of Velázquez, these issues were particularly significant. As mentioned 
earlier, Velázquez had been commonly regarded as an individual genius who stood out 
above his peers. In the Compañía series this fact is acknowledged by means of 
privileging his works over those of other artists. However, the Compañía prints after 
Velázquez also erase the features that signaled Velázquez’s uniqueness, his faithful 
recreation of nature through color and light. Velázquez’s individual identity is thus 
submitted to the need to create a “regular” Spanish artistic school. 
By “taming” Velázquez’s artistic genius, the Compañía prints also prevented the 
artist’s potential disruptive effects. Velázquez’s distinctive naturalism was the feature 
that most conspicuously signaled his anti-academic approach to painting. His attention to 
nature as the only model for his paintings defied the principles of Academic training, the 
“discipline” students received in this institution.125 In this sense, it is worth noting that the 
Compañía prints were also intended to be used as models for younger artists. Thus, by 
inscribing Velázquez’s work and artistic practice within the “disciplinary” principles of 
the Academy, the Compañía prints also ensured Velázquez’s suitability as artistic model. 
The regularizing effects of the Compañía prints, their privileging of the collective 
over the individual resonates powerfully with Jovellanos’s assertion that “a nation, 
without renouncing to have eminent artists, must aspire to augment the number of the 
good ones: the former are necessary to the nation’s glory; the latter to the nation’s 
profit.”126 Once again, Jovellanos’s words bring attention to the mercantilist motivations 
that lie at the core of the Academic project: its mission to produce a body of “correct,” 
but not necessarily outstanding, painters to increase the nation’s treasury. Within the 
context of the Academy, the singularity of Velázquez’s art, the aspect that advanced his 
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nobility in the seventeenth century, might have been perceived as the best adornment to 
the nation’s glory. However, as Goya’s etchings after the master implied, Velázquez’s 
artistic and social achievements also constituted a threat to the Academy’s aims. 
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tanto. Y la tercera, todo lo dicho, y desterrado.”  In Calvo Serraller, Teoría de la pintura, 174.  
 
118 “(To receive the title) the artist will be asked to create something by his own hand […] The 
titles will be written on parchment, signed by the Academicians […] and sealed with the 
Academy’s stamp.” In the Spanish original: “Y hecho relación, el Secretario de la dicha petición 
[…] se le mandará algo de su mano […] Los títulos serán escritos sobre pergaminos, firmado de 
los Académicos […] y sellado con su sello.” In Calvo Serraller, Teoría de la pintura, 174-175.  
 
119 As Barzman, The Florentine Academy, 32, has argued for the Florentine context, the artists 
who promoted the creation of this early Spanish Academy subordinated their interests to those of 
the ruler they addressed. Thus, much in the way Louis Marin describes the inner workings of the 
eulogies directed to Louis XIV in the French Academy, texts such as the “Memorial” situate the 
Spanish king as the main recipient and beneficiary of this institution. See Portrait of the King, 
Martha M. Houle trans. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), 105-117.  
 
120 In the Spanish context, the notion of the Academy as a body first appears in an earlier proposal 
(probably from 1603) described in a text entitled “Este Memorial se dio al Rey D. Felipe III.” 
According to the text: “As a body without head we are bringing ourselves to your knees, so that 
with your support we will be able to stand up improved.” In Calvo Serraller, Teoría de la pintura, 
168. The same idea is used again in Carducho’s proposal: “Because everything must be 
subordinated to the king, without whose head our members will not be animated.” In Calvo 
Serraller, Teoría de la pintura, 170. About this early Academy see Antonio Matilla Tascón, “La 
Academia Madrileña de San Lucas,” Goya 161-162 (1981): 260-265. 
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la Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando y de las bellas artes en España, desde el 
advenimiento al trono de Felipe V, hasta nuestros días, (Madrid: Imprenta de M. Tello, 1867), 
40. Also noted in Nikolaus Pevsner, Academies of Art: Past and Present, 2nd ed. (New York: Di 
Capo Press, 1973), 187. 
 
122 Caveda y Nava, Memorias para la historia de la Real Academia, 40. 
 
123 José Luis Morales Marín, Pintura en España 1550-1808 (Madrid: Cátedra, 1994), 53-56. 
 
124  Ubeda de los Cobos, Pensamiento artístico español, 177-178. 
 
125 As discussed in chapter one, already in the seventeenth century, and in the first half of the 
eighteenth century in the writings of Palomino, Velázquez was characterized as following nature 
and his own inclinations.  
 
126 Quoted in Henares Cuéllar, La teoría de las artes plásticas, 53. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 
 
In 1899, Madrid celebrated the tercentenary of Veláquez’s birth with great pomp. 
Focused at the Prado, the museum with the largest collection of the painter’s work, the 
ceremonies included the opening of a new room to exhibit Velázquez’s paintings and the 
unveiling of a bronze statue in front of the building, where it can still be admired today 
(Figure 68). Located just across the street from the popular, kitschy portrayal of 
Velázquez with which I opened this dissertation (Figure 1), this sculpture represents 
Velázquez seated and holding the palette and the brush, seemingly caught in a moment of 
inspiration. Visible on Velázquez’s chest is the cross of Santiago, complemented by a 
sword placed at the figure’s feet.  
Created by the sculptor Aniceto Marinas, this public monument to Velázquez was 
the result of an official, government-sponsored effort. A year after the “great disaster” of 
1898, when Spain lost its last colonies and its “imperial” history came to an end, 
Velázquez’s tercentenary provided an opportunity to rebuild the country’s confidence and 
reassert the values of its identity. By focusing the ceremonies in Madrid, Spain’s capital 
city and the place where Velázquez developed his career as court painter, the organizers 
of the event downplayed Velázquez’s Sevillian origins while privileging his identification 
with a centralized (and Castilian) idea of Spain.1  
Although different in character, the store’s popular recreation of Velázquez and 
its official, sculpted counterpart underline the artist’s “Spanishness.” The store uses this 
identification as a commercial gimmick to attract potential buyers; at the moment of its 
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creation, Marinas’s sculpture constructed Velázquez as one of Spain’s still remaining 
glories. In both cases, the artist’s Spanish identity is largely located on the signs of his 
nobility.2 Partly, this link holds some historical truth. As literary scholars and historians 
have shown, in seventeenth-century Spain, “the qualities associated with aristocratic 
forms of subjectivity permeated the entire social fabric.”3 Throughout this dissertation we 
have seen how this assertion was particularly acute for artists who, like Velázquez or Van 
der Hamen assimilated their artistic practices to noble ideals. By appropriating the heroic 
meanings of valentía and becoming a member of the Santiago order, Velázquez upheld 
notions of military might and purity of blood, essential aspects of aristocratic ideology. 
By visually recreating the non-economic discourse of noble hospitality, on the other 
hand, Van der Hamen’s still lives echoed the nobility’s traditional rejection of money and 
manual work. 
 In this dissertation I have critically examined the artistic appropriation of 
aristocratic values to offer a more nuanced, complex, and dynamic view of the artist in 
the Spanish Golden Age. Whereas attending to certain noble values was almost a 
requirement for anyone living in seventeenth-century Spain, those values were not 
necessarily fixed, and alternative subject positions were constantly emerging within the 
aristocratic medium itself. The early modern Spanish artist provides an especially rich 
example of this paradoxical situation. On one hand, as a manual activity that involved 
creating a product for sale, painting was intrinsically opposed to the aristocratic ethos. On 
the other hand, as I discuss in chapter two, artists were acquiring unprecedented visibility 
as a social group that could both embody and publicly expose alternative forms of social 
prestige.  
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In my examinations of Velázquez and Van der Hamen, I have paid special 
attention to their painting techniques as signifiers of these artists’ multifaceted identities. 
As displayed in Las Meninas, Velázquez’s visible brushwork simultaneously evokes the 
aristocratic effortlessness associated with sprezzatura and the willful performance of 
one’s achievements that is embedded in the notion of artistic valor. Similarly, whereas 
Van der Hamen’s highly polished surfaces mask the labor invested in their production, 
such level of finish is also the aspect that signals these paintings’ monetary value. In so 
doing, I call attention to the need to attend to Spanish artists’ rich engagement with 
contemporary art theory and European trends, rather than considering them “on the 
periphery of European art.”4  
The predominance of the aristocratic discourse is often regarded as determinant to 
Spain’s perceived social and artistic “backwardness” during this period. For example, it is 
often assumed that, with a limited market scene and few aristocratic commissions, 
Spanish artists enjoyed less professional opportunities than their European counterparts.5 
However, as I have examined in relation to theatrical plays and Van der Hamen’s career, 
painting for the market was a real option for painters in Golden Age Spain, and wealth 
competed with blood as a sign of noble status. Simultaneously reflecting and exposing 
evolving aristocratic values, the artist in baroque Spain becomes a site for potential 
change and social transformation. Ultimately, in its controlling and standardizing efforts, 
the eighteenth-century “Academic” revision of seventeenth-century artists such as 
Velázquez highlights the fact that artistic identity in early modern Spain was a much 
more dynamic category than images such as that of Madrid’s store, or the Prado’s statue 
of Velázquez imply.  
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1 For a discussion of these celebrations see Alisa Luxenberg, “Regenerating Velázquez in Spain 
and France in the 1890s,” Boletín del Museo del Prado 17.35 (1999): 125-149. 
 
2 As Alisa Luxenberg has noted, in an effort to universalize and Europeanize the Spanish painter, 
contemporary Catalan portrayals of Velázquez downplayed the signs of his noble identity (which 
they identified with specifically Castilian values) and emphasized only his painting profession. 
See “Regenerating Velázquez,” 135-137. 
 
3 As argued in George Mariscal, Contradictory Subjects: Quevedo, Cervantes, and Seventeenth-
Century Spanish Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 36.     
 
4 In Jonathan Brown’s words: “The Golden Age of painting in Spain was founded on a 
contradiction. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Spain was at the center of European 
politics and on the periphery of European art.” See Painting in Spain 1500-1700, 2nd ed. (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998), 1. 
 
5 See for instance, Brown, Painting in Spain, 3-4.  
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